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Abstract 
This study examined the empowerment potential of mobile phones for female 
heads of households (FHHs) in Trincomalee District, Sri Lanka – an area recovering 
from a 30-year civil war and the 2004 Boxing Day Tsunami. It investigated how 
gendered power relations and inequalities within this conservative, multi-ethnic 
society were reinforced as well as challenged with mobile phone use and how users 
appropriated it, shaped by social and economic factors within local contexts. It 
highlights how their uses were affected by telecommunications policies, pricing and 
marketing strategies adopted by dealers and distributors, and the technical design of 
handsets and examined their use of more-than-voice services such as mobile Internet, 
mobile money and Value-Added Services (VAS).  
This qualitative study was based on the epistemology of constructionism and 
theoretical paradigms of critical theory, interpretivist and functionalist approaches and 
qualitative methodology. It was covered by theories of Bourdieu’s symbolic violence, 
capital and habitus (1977, 1986, 2001); gender and technology (Cockburn 1985; 
Gurumurthy 2004; Wajcman 1991); post-colonial feminism (Jayawardena 1986; 
Mohanty 1988; Spivak 1993); empowerment approaches (Kabeer 1999; Sen 1999); 
uses and gratifications (Katz et al. 1973); diffusion of innovations (Rogers 2003) and 
the domestication approach (Silverstone 1994).    
Data collection was conducted between September 2014 and February 2015 in 
two Divisional Secretary’s Divisions – viz. Trincomalee Town and Gravets; and 
Kinniya in the Trincomalee District. Thirty semi-structured, depth interviews and six 
focus groups with Sinhalese, Tamil and Muslim FHHs were conducted using 
purposive, representative and snowball sampling. An overt, non-participant 
observation of relevant settings examined how local women used mobile phones in 
their day-to-day activities. Additionally, 17 interviews were conducted with a 
representative sample of members of other relevant stakeholder groups – viz. 
representatives of NGOs; micro finance institutions and community societies serving 
these areas; mobile handset vendors and agents; mobile SIM card dealers and mobile 
payment service providers; mobile network operators; telecommunication 
policymakers and regulators; and academic researchers specialising in the discipline. 
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The grounded theory method (Glaser and Strauss 1967; Strauss and Corbin 1990) was 
used for data analysis.  
The study found that the mobile phone had become an indispensable 
communication technology for the participants with an ownership rate exceeding 90%. 
Participants used mobile phones for multiple tasks, including contacting family 
members, relatives, neighbours and friends; engaging in income-earning activities; 
obtaining information required for day-to-day activities; for their safety, security; and 
entertainment. They benefitted from mobile credit loan services; mobile Internet; 
communication apps; and certain VAS such as mobile money services. However, their 
mobile phones had become a mixed blessing as they were harassed by nuisance calls 
made by unknown men. This significantly limited their mobile phone use and, for 
some, caused marital tensions. Their mobile phone use was further restricted indirectly 
by their expected roles as faithful wives, responsible mothers and respectable single 
women, and negative societal perceptions about women’s mobile phone use.   
The mobile phone therefore had become a cultural artefact symbolising the 
multiple identities and social positions of women in the research setting of Eastern Sri 
Lanka. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 
This introductory chapter provides an overview of the study reported in this 
thesis. It includes the statement of the problem, rationale for the study and its impact 
or heuristic value, along with relevant background information about the research 
setting and an overview of mobile telecommunications in Sri Lanka.   
1.1 Statement of the problem 
This study explores how mobile phones function in empowering female heads 
of households (FHHs) in the Trincomalee district, Sri Lanka, which is recovering from 
the civil war in the North and East of the country (1983 to 2009) and the 2004 Boxing 
Day Tsunami. The study investigates the empowerment these FHHs have achieved 
through the day-to-day use of the mobile phone and how gendered power relations and 
inequalities within this conservative society may be reinforced as well as challenged 
through its use. It further explores how FHHs have appropriated the mobile phone, 
shaped by the social, economic and cultural factors within their local contexts, while 
being influenced by the nation’s telecommunications policies, pricing and marketing 
strategies adopted by mobile network operators (MNOs); dealers and distributors; and 
the technical design of the mobile handset itself; and how the anticipated outcomes of 
the more-than-voice services offered by the MNOs differ from their actual use by these 
women.  
1.2 The Rationale for the study 
Being the ‘fastest diffusing communication technology in human history’ 
(Castells 2008, p. 447), and a highly convergent medium that incorporates 
communication, media, entertainment and information while being synonymous with 
global modernity, the mobile phone has become an affordable and widely available 
Information and Communication Technology (ICT) around the world. Since 2005, 
mobile phone subscriptions, defined as ‘subscription to a public mobile telephone 
service via cellular technology, that includes pre-paid or post-paid SIM cards and 
active use during the past three months’ (International Telecommunication Union 
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2010, p. 4), the rate of growth in subscriber numbers in developing countries has 
exceeded that in the developed world. South Asia- consisting of Afghanistan, 
Bangladesh, Bhutan, India, Maldives, Nepal, Pakistan and Sri Lanka- has become the 
region with the fastest growing market for mobile phone subscriptions. Between 2000 
and 2011, the South Asian market experienced an annual growth rate of more than 
70.6% (International Telecommunication Union 2011). The many advantages of 
mobile phones, including portability, affordability, user-friendliness, real-time 
interactive voice communication, text messaging, access to previously-unavailable 
information, the low levels of physical infrastructure and literacy levels needed by 
users, ease of communication in a range of situations and  enhancement of an 
individual’s sense of security, are some of the reasons for their popularity (Donner & 
Escobari 2010; Rashid & Elder 2009; United Nations Development Programme 2012).  
Lack of access to ICTs however, is considered the third most important issue 
negatively affecting women in the Global South, followed by poverty and violence 
(Hafkin & Taggart 2001, p. 6). Critically, new technologies are not considered gender 
neutral by feminist theorists (Gurumurthy 2004; Hafkin 2000; Wajcman 2004), while 
the promotion of gender equality and empowerment of women is ranked third of the 
eight Millennium Development Goals (United Nations 2013). Compared to other 
ICTs, the mobile phone has shown its potential to narrow the gender digital divide to 
some extent, bringing economic and social empowerment to women - particularly in 
developing countries (Buskens & Webb 2009; Donner 2006; Gurumurthy 2004; 
Kyomuhendo 2009; Macueve et al. 2009; Sane & Traore 2009). 
The mobile phone is ubiquitous in Sri Lanka, with 25,869,563 subscriptions 
recorded in September 2016, exceeding the country’s total population 
(Telecommunications Regulatory Commission Sri Lanka 2016, p. 4). The vast 
majority (98%) of the population was covered by a mobile cellular signal at the 
beginning of 2011 (International Telecommunication Union 2012). However, the use 
of mobile phones as a tool for the empowerment of rural, disadvantaged women is 
hardly recognised at official policy or regulatory levels and there have been few 
academic studies on them.  
Sri Lanka has recorded a dramatic increase in the number of FHHs, defined as 
women who are single, separated, widowed or divorced, never married or whose 
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husbands have migrated for work, and are solely responsible for the day-to-day care 
and organisation of the household. This increase has been particularly marked during 
the last few years, especially in the Eastern and Northern Provinces of the country, due 
to socio-economic, political and cultural changes taking place during and after the civil 
conflict and Boxing Day Tsunami. Widowhood, male migration for economic or 
political reasons and increased numbers of separations, desertions and divorces - often 
the result of early marriages hastily arranged by parents during the war years to protect 
young people from conscription by insurgents- had left many women as heads of their 
households once the war ended (ColomboPage 2011; Eastern Provincial Council 2011, 
p. 144).  
Since the male-headed household is the norm within the family structure at the 
policy, social and cultural levels in Sri Lanka, FHHs are forced to play the role of a 
male head and face even more challenges than an average woman in this patriarchal 
society. The low levels of education; younger age; trauma faced during the war; 
cultural stigma of widowhood, divorce and separation; and the lack of experience in 
being a head of the household have made most FHHs in the Eastern and Northern parts 
of the country poorer, isolated and socially excluded or ostracized from mainstream 
society while becoming vulnerable to male power within and outside their extended 
families. Even economically stable women, such as those whose husbands have 
migrated for work, face challenges in maintaining their long-distance relationships 
while taking care of their families, financial matters and social obligations within their 
traditional societies. Therefore, their experiences are different from those of women 
who live in male-headed households or FHHs in less conservative societies, as they 
seek their own gender identity in a patriarchal society.  
The above illustrates the importance of studying the day-to-day use of mobile 
phones and their impact on the lives of FHHs, who struggle for their survival in a 
patriarchal society and may use mobile phones differently from other female users. 
For example, FHHs are likely to use mobile phones to further their own safety and that 
of their family; to maintain social relationships; to make decisions; and take part in 
income-earning activities. They may also be freer to decide on their mobile phone 
adoption, use, expenses and ownership than women living in male-headed households. 
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Studies conducted on female use of mobile phones in advanced countries have 
mainly focused on the gendered use of the device or its use in work-life balance 
(Dobashi 2005; Ganito 2012; Hjorth 2008; Hjorth & Arnold 2013; Ito, Okabe & 
Matsuda 2005; Lim 2014; Matsuda 2009; Wajcman, Bittman & Brown 2009). Even 
though many studies have been conducted in the Global South on mobile phones and 
female empowerment - particularly concerning rural, poor and less educated users- 
(Aminuzzaman 2002; Bayes, Braun & Akhter 1999; Cai, Chew & Levy 2015; Chew, 
Ilavarasan & Levy 2013, 2015a; Chew, Levy & Ilavarasan 2011; Comfort & Dada 
2009; GSMA Connected Women & Altai Consulting 2015; Handapangoda & Kumara 
2013; Kyomuhendo 2009; Levy et al. 2014; Macueve et al. 2009; Traore & Sane 2009; 
Wanasundera 2012; Zainudeen & Galpaya 2015), there has been limited critical 
examination of the repercussions of and constraints faced by women in their mobile 
phone use due to gender power relations, gender roles and socio-cultural norms or 
values. Furthermore, despite the growing number of FHHs in developing countries, 
these users have not been sufficiently investigated. Hence, the current study 
emphasises how mobile phone use may create hardships in the lives of FHHS by 
limiting their opportunities or freedoms due to existing power relations, gender roles, 
inequalities and socio-cultural norms in their society passed on to the technology, 
while simultaneously being an empowering tool. It will also emphasise how this power 
is resisted and challenged by these women through their mobile phone use.  
1.3 The Impact of the study  
While John Boyd (2005, p. 28) sees the mobile phone as analogous to a ‘Swiss 
Army Knife’, Oksman and Rautiainen (2003, p. 293) refer to it as a ‘body part’. For 
the participants in this study, the mobile phone had become a trusted, integral part of 
their lives, bringing a sense of security, safety, self-confidence and even emotional 
support. The mobile phone enables them to be engaged in an array of activities because 
of its immediate information exchange ability, irrespective of geographical and time 
boundaries. Hence, it had become a valuable asset, above any other communication 
technology so far adopted. Gurumurthy (2004, p. 7) and Samarajiva (2008, p. 19), for 
instance, point out that ICTs such as the television, radio, and telephone are highly 
capable of empowering ‘the excluded’ and the poor. They provide opportunities to 
overcome oppression due to their ease of use, widespread availability, affordability 
and capability of providing continuous interactive communication (Gurumurthy 2004, 
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pp. 6-7). Donner (2008, p. 151) suggests conducting more studies on mobile phone 
use in rural areas to highlight the unique ways they are used as the primary source of 
communication. Meanwhile, Jamali (2003) and Samarajiva, Hameed and Zainudeen 
(2008) argue that post-conflict countries have the opportunity to leapfrog into the 
mobile age rather than reconstructing damaged fixed networks.  
1.3.1 The mobile phone as a cultural artefact in the Global South 
The mobile phone is perceived as a cultural artefact more than a functional tool 
by several scholars because it symbolises social, economic and political aspects and 
cultural relations, including gender power relations, unique to each society and the 
personality and identity of the individual user (Goggin 2006; Hijazi-Omari & Ribak 
2008; Hjorth 2008; Wajcman 2004; Wallis 2015). Arguing that cultural aspects of 
mobile communication have not yet drawn enough critical attention, Gerard Goggin 
(2008, p. 354) states that while the initial studies on mobile communication focused 
on ‘portable and personal voice telephony and of associated communication and 
information technologies, such as voice mail, phone books, caller identification, 
alerts’, later studies have focused on the comparison of ‘mobiles with other 
technologies such as the Internet or Wi-Fi’. Many studies conducted on second-
generation mobile technology have examined the behaviours of active mobile users 
who customise their mobile phones through ‘changing faces, downloading wall paper, 
choosing ringtones, or adorning the handset’ (2008, p. 355). Even though many studies 
have been conducted on third-generation mobiles, they are not ‘critical works’ as they 
have focused on the overall positive aspects of the technology (Goggin 2008, p. 358).  
More studies examining the cross-cultural work on mobile phones are needed 
to understand how the mobile phone is appropriated and domesticated and how it has 
changed perceptions about communication (Goggin 2008). These questions are of 
particular importance in multicultural societies, focusing more on minority cultures, 
migrants, refugees and people with multiple identities based on sexuality, gender, race 
and disability, to explore how ‘the cultures of mobile technologies relate to culture 
more generally’ (Goggin 2008, pp. 358, 9).   
Goggin and Lim (2014, p. 663) observe that, despite more than half of the total 
mobile subscriptions in the world being in the Asia Pacific, little is known of the scale, 
scope, depth, complexity, and distinctiveness of the new forms of mobile 
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communication in the region. Furthermore, most studies have examined the four main 
markets of Japan, South Korea, China and India. Subsequently, there is more to 
explore in Asia about the impact of mobile communications for ‘engagement, 
(dis)empowerment, sociality and identity’ (Lim & Goggin 2014, p. 665). Hence, more 
studies are needed in the Global South to examine how socio-historical contexts, 
language variations and the code-switching necessary to navigate a device, shape 
mobile phone use (Ling & Horst 2011, p. 372). 
Ling and Horst (2011, pp. 371, 2) further point out the inadequacy of exploring 
the mobile phone in and of itself to understand its affordances because today, it is 
converged with mobile Internet and thereby social media as well. Hence, there is a 
need to contextualise the mobile phone in the broader communicative ecologies that 
shape everyday life. According to Ling and Horst, focusing on mobile communications 
in the Global South may also reveal innovative practices and applicable unique 
theories. Amartya Sen (2010, p. 2) emphasises the importance of exploring more about 
how ICTs such as mobile phones can ‘enhance the battles for freedom and against the 
viability of repressive regimes’.  
Tacchi, Kitner and Crawford (2012), Donner (2008), Rogers (2003), Lim and 
Goggin (2014), and Hjorth (2008) have highlighted the importance of studying and 
understanding how users have appropriated the mobile phone in their everyday use in 
different socio-economic and cultural contexts, within prevailing power structures. 
Gurumurthy (2004) argues that new technologies themselves do not empower their 
users, as argued by technological determinism (McLuhan 1962). Instead, ‘active 
human mediation’ is required to reap the benefits of technologies for social change 
(Gurumurthy 2004, p. 7).  
1.3.2 Mobile phones and gender relations 
The need for more studies on the reinforcement of gender power relations with 
respect to technologies is also highlighted by scholars because ‘Gender is a social 
achievement. Technology too’ (Cockburn 1992, p. 39). Although not initially intended 
to be so, the mobile phone has become another tool for men to exercise their power 
over women by harassing, embarrassing, stalking, controlling and discriminating 
against them within families and society. Even though the effects of mobile phones 
are generally accepted to be positive, according to Ling and Horst (2011, p. 369) 
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placing the mobile phone within ‘pre-existing gender dynamics’ such as male 
dominance and superiority, causes problems for women in its use and ownership. For 
Lemish and Cohen (2005, p. 512), the gendered nature of the mobile phone is ‘located 
within and derived from the interaction between various processes of meaning and 
actual use of the medium’, but not in the ‘nature of the technology itself’. According 
to Hjorth (2008, p. 5), among demographic factors such as class, ethnicity and age, it 
is gender that significantly changes the socio-cultural adaptation of the mobile phone. 
Tacchi, Kitner and Crawford (2012, p. 535) add that close attention must be paid to 
‘local contexts, social relations and power structures’ within which mobile 
communications are used because mobile phone use can ‘highlight and reinforce 
underlying gendered inequalities and constraints and challenge them’. Meanwhile, 
Granqvist (2005, p. 288) and Ling and Horst (p. 365) emphasise the importance of 
examining issues and voices that are silenced, concealed and ignored, while 
questioning pre-existing structures in society and how interactions should optimally 
take place in developing countries with respect to the empowerment of women through 
ICTs.  
This study examines the social, spatial, economic and cultural empowerment 
related to mobile phone use gained by FHHs in Trincomalee, Sri Lanka. The ways in 
which the participants used mobile phones to enhance their agency, optimise the 
resources available to them and further the process of achieving empowerment are 
explored. It further investigates how their use of the device is shaped by their socio-
economic characteristics, cultural values and norms, and the gender power relations 
and gender roles in their communities – in other words, how the mobile phone had 
become a symbol or a reflection of their culture and existing patriarchal power 
relations. Hence, the role and function of the mobile phone in liberating and increasing 
opportunities, as well as limiting participants’ freedoms and choices, were critically 
analysed. This led to further understandings on the implications of mobile phones 
when coping with their present circumstances and possible ways to transform these 
conditions by challenging or circumventing patriarchal structures (Huyer & Sikoska 
2003, p. 4).  
Thus, this study is based on the epistemology of constructionism and 
theoretical triangulation of critical theory, interpretivist and functionalist paradigms 
and uses several qualitative data collection methods, allowing investigation of the use 
8  
 
 
of mobile phones by the participants from both empowerment and gendered 
perspectives. The study employed qualitative data collection methods and 
methodological triangulation using depth interviews (30 with FHHs and 17 with 
stakeholders), six focus groups and an overt, non-participant observation in selected 
sites within the research setting.  
1.3.3 Heuristic value of the study 
The findings of this study will assist policy makers, legislators, 
telecommunication regulators, Mobile Network Operators (MNOs), dealers and 
development agents to improve their services and design new and alternative strategies 
to meet the communication needs of marginalised women. Examining their day-to-day 
use of mobile phones allows the exploration of participants’ mobile literacy levels and 
the repercussions and constraints they face, thus contributing important findings to 
facilitate initiatives to increase their interaction with the technology and make optimal 
use of its functions. The findings contribute to understandings of the adoption of 
mobile phones by a marginalised group of women in a conservative setting in South 
Asia – a region and demographic group, which had so far not been studied in depth.  
1.4 Background to the research setting  
Sri Lanka is an island of 65,610 square kilometres in area, situated in the Indian 
Ocean near the southern tip of India (Government of Sri Lanka 2013). In the 2012 
census, its population was recorded as 20,263,723 (Department of Census & Statistics 
Sri Lanka 2012b) with an estimated population of 21,203,000 in 2016 (Department of 
Census and Statistics 2016). The population comprises of three main ethnicities, viz. 
the Sinhalese (74.9 %), Tamils (11.1%), Muslims or Sri Lankan Moors (9.3%), and 
others (4.7%). Its majority religion is Buddhism (70.10%), while Hinduism (12.58%), 
Christianity (7.62%), Islam (9.66%) and others are also freely practised. The main 
languages spoken in the country are Sinhala, Tamil and English (Department of 
Census & Statistics Sri Lanka 2012a). The country is divided into nine provinces and 
25 districts for administrative purposes.  
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1.4.1 Economic and demographic distribution 
The main contributor to the country’s Gross Domestic Product (GDP) is 
services (61.2%) followed by industry (23.5%) and the primary industries of 
agriculture, forestry and fishing (7.5%) (Department of Census & Statistics Sri Lanka 
2015, p. 3). Its unemployment rate was 4.0% in the second quarter of 2016 with 2.5% 
for men and 6.8% for women (Department of Census & Statistics Sri Lanka 2016a, p. 
6). The population living below the poverty line was 23.9% who earn less than two 
dollars per day in 2015 (World Bank Group 2015, p. 34).  
The female population of Sri Lanka was 51.58% in 2016 (Department of 
Census and Statistics 2016). The adult literacy levels in the country are high compared 
with others in the same geographic region, at 90.8% for females and 93.2% for males 
(Central Bank of Sri Lanka 2013, p. 14; Jayawardena 1986). However, the country’s 
economically inactive female population is significantly high at 64.3% compared with 
males (35.7%) (Department of Census & Statistics Sri Lanka 2016b). By the second 
quarter of 2016, the labour force participation rate for females was 38.1% - much lower 
than males at 81.9% (Department of Census & Statistics Sri Lanka 2016a). Since 2015, 
only 13 out of 225 Members of Parliament have been female (Parliament of Sri Lanka 
2015). Gender gaps exist in certain employment areas, such as in the informal 
Fig. 1. Map of Sri Lanka.  
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plantation and rural sectors and women have unequal legal and property rights (Fokus 
Women 2015).    
Domestic violence, rape, and sexual, physical and psychological harassment 
against women are prevalent in the country, with 60% of Sri Lankan women estimated 
to be affected by domestic violence (Centre for Women’s Research 2004; Wijayatilake 
& Gunaratne 1999; Women in Need 2013). Even within established systems, such as 
the legal system, the police and medical services, violence against women is still 
accepted and justified with women still discriminated against and shamed when 
victimised (Centre for Women’s Research 2004; Hussein 2000; Wijayatilake & 
Gunaratne 1999). Culturally, women are unable to discuss violence against them in 
public because it is considered a private problem within the family causing family 
shame if made public (Suriya Women’s Development Centre 2001; Wijayatilake & 
Gunaratne 1999). Reflecting the socio-economic status of Sri Lankan women, the 
position of Sri Lanka in the Global Gender Gap rank dropped to 100th position (of 144 
countries) in 2016 from 84th position in 2015 (The Global Gender Gap Report 2015, 
2016).  
Sri Lanka is currently recovering from the devastation of the civil conflict of 
the Liberation Tigers of Tamil Elam (LTTE) which fought against the Sri Lankan 
Government from early 1980s until 2009, seeking a separate state. The conflict 
severely impacted the political, socio-economic and cultural aspects of the country, 
especially in the Northern and Eastern regions. It caused more than 60,000 fatalities 
and massive destruction of infrastructure and public and private property (Ministry of 
Foreign Affairs 2007). It caused the internal and external displacement of more than 
one million people resulting in a strong Sri Lankan Tamil Diaspora (Daniel 1997; 
Fuglerud 1999; Hensman 1993 cited in Hyndman 2008, p. 106); increased the number 
of war widows; psychological distress for survivors; disturbances to social structures 
and income-earning activities; destruction of basic facilities and services; civil 
disturbances; and insecurity for children and their education with the added threat of 
their recruitment as child soldiers (Jayaweera, Sanmugan & Wanasundara 2006, p. 1). 
These factors continue to have considerable impact on the country.  
While the Sri Lankan Government has allocated large sums of capital for 
development projects - especially in the North- their main concern has been physical 
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infrastructure development rather than the socio-economic development of 
individuals, including FHHs. Even though government bodies such as the Ministries 
of Child Development and Women’s Affairs and National Languages and Social 
Integration have implemented several programs to empower women in these areas, 
distrust of and undesirable views towards the central government have hindered the 
progress of governmental efforts (Klimesova & Premaratne 2015, p. 1).  
Compared with the rest of the country, the Northern and Eastern Provinces 
were the most affected by the civil war and Boxing Day Tsunami that killed more than 
30,000 people overall and displaced 860,000 in the Northern, Southern and Eastern 
Provinces (United Nations Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs 2005, 
p. 62). 
1.4.2 The Eastern Province and Trincomalee 
The Eastern Province of Sri Lanka is described as a ‘site of complex 
multicultural contestation and deep ethnic division’ by Dennis B. McGilvray (2008, p. 
6) in his book ‘Crucible of conflict’. The province consists of three districts – Ampara, 
Batticaloa and Trincomalee. The research sites of this study were drawn from the 
Trincomalee district, which has a total land area of 27,271 square kilometres and 210 
kilometres of coastline (Eastern Provincial Council-Trincomalee 2009). Its total 
population is about 404,000 and it is a multi-ethnic and multi-religious society where 
people of the three main ethnic groups – Sinhalese, Tamils and Muslims, live more or 
less in harmony and equal distribution (Department of Census and Statistics 2016). 
Both Tamils and Muslims are Tamil speakers, although Muslims do not wish to be 
called ‘Muslim Tamils’. The Tamil ethnic group is further divided into ‘Tamil-
speaking Saivite Hindus’ and ‘Tamil Catholics and Methodists’ (McGilvray 2008, p. 
9).  
Trincomalee is a strategically important district due to its natural harbour, 
considered the fifth largest in the world (Ellis 2011, p. 267). The Trincomalee District 
consists of 11 Divisional Secretary’s (DS) divisions with 230 Graama Niladhari (GN) 
(Village Government Officer) divisions and 687 villages (Eastern Provincial Council-
Trincomalee 2009; Trincomalee District Secretariat 2017).  
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The increased number of FHHs in the area is a consequence of the civil war 
and tsunami. In August 2011, the Ministry of Women and Child Affairs reported a 
total of 42,565 war widows in the Eastern Province and 16,936 in the Northern 
Province (ColomboPage 2011), representing 18.6% of FHHs in the country (Eastern 
Provincial Council 2011, p. 144). Of those, about 35,000 are below 30 years of age 
with an unemployment rate of around 30% (The Hindu 2009). Social isolation and 
exclusion are more marked among the Tamil and Muslim FHHs in the Eastern 
Province (Eastern Provincial Council 2011, p. 144) due to the common cultural belief 
that widows are ‘unlucky’ or ‘inauspicious’, implying they are the cause of their 
husbands’ deaths or disappearances and the view that, due to being alone, they are 
‘sexually deprived’ (Tambiah 2004, p. 81).  
Many widows in the Eastern Province are unable to claim the government 
welfare benefit available to FHHs, as their marriages or the deaths of their husbands 
were not officially recorded during periods of unrest and are therefore unable to prove 
their widow status. This also applies to women whose husbands had disappeared or 
went missing during the unrest and immediately thereafter (Eastern Provincial Council 
2011, p. 146).  
 
Fig. 2. Trincomalee District in the map of Sri Lanka. 
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1.4.3 Telecommunications in Sri Lanka 
The telecommunications sector in Sri Lanka is one of the most competitive in 
the country and is a principal contributor to the nation’s GDP (Samarajiva 2008, p. 
10). It dates back to 1857 with the establishment of the Ceylon Telegraph Department 
(Gunawardana 2007, p. 22). The telephone was introduced to Sri Lanka (then called 
Ceylon), in the 1880s (2007, pp. 32, 4).  
Until the mid-1990s, the telecommunications sector in Sri Lanka was the 
monopoly of the government-owned Department of Telecommunications. In 1996, Sri 
Lanka Telecom (SLT) was privatised and partnered with Japan’s Nippon Telegraph 
and Telephone Corporation (NTT) (Gunawardana 2007, p. 97). Its monopoly on fixed-
line telephones came to an end in 1996 when two licences were granted to two other 
wireless local loop (WLL) operators.  
At present, telecommunications in Sri Lanka are controlled by the 
Telecommunications Regulatory Commission of Sri Lanka (TRCSL) (The Parliament 
of the Democratic Socialist Republic of Sri Lanka 1996, p. 1). In 2005, the TRCSL 
that previously functioned under the Ministry of Telecommunications was moved to 
the Office of the President of Sri Lanka, thereby making the official Chairman of the 
TRCSL board, the Secretary to the President (Jayasekera 2012, p. 9). Mr Maithripala 
Sirisena, the President elected in 2015, retains the TRCSL under his authority and the 
Secretary to the President as its Chairman, symbolising its importance at political and 
regulatory levels.  
1.4.4 Mobile communications in Sri Lanka 
In 1988, Celltel Lanka Ltd., owned by Millicom International Cellular S.A., 
commenced network operations and in 1989, became the first cellular mobile service 
provider in South Asia (Gunawardana 2007, p. 87). In 2006, Sri Lanka became the 
first country to establish commercial 3G services in South Asia, ahead of others 
including India (International Telecommunication Union 2012; Jayasekera 2012, p. 
10). Today, with 4G mobile services - also called Long Term Evolution (LTE) - the 
country is more focused on achieving higher speeds for data communication services. 
Trials conducted for 4.5G by Dialog Axiata and Mobitel in 2016 were successful, 
providing download speeds of more than one gigabit per second (Gbps) (Harpur 2016).  
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By September 2016, the country had 25,869,563 mobile phone subscribers, 
with 122 cellular mobile subscription per 100 inhabitants (Telecommunication 
Regulatory Commission Sri Lanka 2016, p. 4). Each mobile subscriber owned an 
average of 2.7 SIMs (Subscriber Identity Modules) (GSMA Intelligence 2013, p. 4). 
By 2012, 90.62% of mobile subscribers used pre-paid services while post-paid 
subscribers were reported at 9.38% (GSMA 2013b). The success of the mobile 
communication industry in exceeding that of fixed telephones began around 2003 and 
has continued at least until the end of June 2016, when the latest figures were made 
available. Between June 2015 and June 2016, the number of new mobile subscriptions 
increased by 5.6% while for fixed telephones it grew by only 2.4% (Central Bank of 
Sri Lanka 2016). The higher costs combined with a fixed monthly cost and the 
infrastructure required for fixed or landline phones for new subscribers could be 
factors contributing to the popularity of mobile phones.  
Today, five international and local MNOs – Dialog Axiata PLC (a subsidiary 
of Axiata Group Berhad of Malaysia, operating since 1995 with 35% of market share 
by 2012 and 10.9 million subscribers in 2015); Mobitel (a subsidiary of the 
government-owned SLT with 5.9 million subscribers in 2015); Etisalat Group (a 
subsidiary of Emirates Telecommunications Corporation of the United Arab Emirates 
(UAE), the Sri Lankan shares bought from Celltel Lanka Ltd. of Millicom in 2009, 
with 21% market share in 2012); Hutchinson Telecommunications Lanka (a subsidiary 
of Hutchison Whampoa of Hong Kong, with a market share of 14% in 2004); and 
Bharti Airtel Lanka (a subsidiary of India's Bharti Airtel, with a market share of 7% in 
2009), are in fierce competition in the mobile communication market (Dialog Axiata 
PLC 2013, 2016; Etisalat Lanka (Private) Limited 2012, p. 2; GSMA 2013b, p. 4; 
Gunawardana 2007, p. 87; International Telecommunication Union 2012, p. 10; Sri 
Lanka Telecom PLC 2016). While the mobile market in the country was strong with 
increasing mobile subscription growth between 2011 and 2016, a growth of 87% 
(2011) to 123% (2016), it is believed that the growth rate will start decreasing from 
2016 to 2021 because the market is achieving maturity (Harpur 2016) and saturation.  
In 2011, Sri Lanka was placed 14th globally in ‘Mobile-cellular price basket’, 
which measures affordability of services, recording one of the lowest mobile cellular 
prices in the world (International Telecommunication Union 2012). It also records the 
cheapest Total Cost of Ownership (TCO) or the cost a mobile user pays per month to 
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own and use a handset with voice, SMS (Short Message System) and data services, in 
comparison to several other developing countries (GSMA 2013a). The liberalisation 
of the industry, involvement of the private sector, strong competition among MNOs, 
value-added services (VAS), economical charges for local and international calls, ease 
of obtaining immediate services, and the latest upgrading of services have positively 
influenced its adoption (Central Bank of Sri Lanka 2012, pp. 69-70).  
However, with Bharti Airtel entering the Sri Lankan mobile market in 2008, a 
fierce price war began between existing MNOs. As a result, although the number of 
subscribers increased, with each customer having more than one SIM, all MNOs 
experienced losses in revenue while the Average Revenue per User (ARPU) 
experienced negative growth (GSMA Intelligence 2013, p. 5). This had a negative 
impact on the quality of mobile services provided, as MNOs then became unable to 
invest in updated infrastructure or technological upgrades (Brahmanage & 
Weerasekera 2011, p. 24).  
In July 2010, the TRCSL interfered to ensure the long-term survival of the 
industry by increasing on-net call rates from Rs. 0.49 to Rs. 1.00 per minute and 
keeping the off-net charges the same (Rs. 2.00). In July 2011, prices were revised again 
for off net calls by reducing the initial cost of voice calls from Rs. 2.00 (0.02 USD) 
per minute to Rs. 1.50 (0.01 USD); charges for Interactive Voice Response (IVR) 
services to Rs. 5.00 (0.05 USD); and the Premium Short Message Service (PSMS) for 
Rs. 2.50 (0.02 USD) (Central Bank of Sri Lanka 2011, p. 61). This intervention 
positively influenced the local mobile industry and revenue with ARPU growth figures 
beginning to turn positive after December 2010. In February 2017, TRCSL introduced 
a new floor rate to help small MNOs to remain competitive in the mobile market. 
Accordingly, charges for on-net calls were increased from Rs. 1.00 to Rs. 1.50 (for 
post-paid users), while it was reduced from Rs. 2.50 to Rs. 1.80 for off-net calls (for 
pre-paid users). SMS charges were increased from 10 cents to 20 cents (Daily News 
2016).  
In 2011, the Sri Lankan Government imposed a 20% telecommunications levy 
on all telecommunications services to customers - one of the highest rates of tax on 
mobile services usage in comparison to other developing countries (GSMA 2013c). 
However, the telecommunications levy for mobile voice and VAS has since increased 
1 6  
 
 
to 25.51%. With other forms of taxes the total levy has increased up to 49.67%. The 
telecommunications levy for mobile data is 10.20% at present with a total tax of 
31.71% (Dialog Axiata PLC 2017b). Rohan Samarajiva (2016), a veteran researcher 
of telecommunications, perceives these rates as the highest tax ever imposed on 
telecom users in the country.  
However, despite island-wide mobile coverage and high competition within 
the mobile market, mobile penetration is still lower in rural areas, where 85% of the 
population lives (see Table 1) (GSMA Intelligence 2013, p. 6).   
Table 1. Mobile Penetration – Urban vs. Rural 
Urban Rural 
Residential Mobile penetration Residential Mobile penetration 
15% 53% 85% 42% 
Source: (GSMA Intelligence 2013, p. 6)  
1.4.5 Mobile communications in Eastern and Northern Provinces  
Due to the civil conflict, telecommunications within the Eastern and Northern 
Provinces did not enjoy optimum levels of operation until recently. Before the 
Ceasefire Agreement (CFA) was signed between the Government and LTTE in 
January 2002, only Sri Lanka Telecom (SLT) was allowed to provide 
telecommunication facilities to the Northern and Eastern Provinces (Samarajiva 2004). 
However, during the 90-day CFA in 2003, Dialog- the leading MNO in the country, 
was able to provide over 150,000 new connections in government-controlled areas of 
the North and East. During the peak days of the civil conflict between 2006 and 2009, 
however, mobile cellular networks were again disabled in these areas with Dialog 
recording 220,000 customers in the North and 200,000 in the East (Samarajiva, 
Hameed & Zainudeen 2008, p. 37).  
Today, there is still high demand for mobile phones in the war-affected 
Northern and Eastern parts of the country, where nearly 14% of the country’s total 
population lives (Department of Census & Statistics Sri Lanka 2012b; GSMA 
Intelligence 2013, p. 5). It is reported that in the Eastern Province, only 63.5% of 
households own a telephone or mobile phone - the lowest rate in the country- while 
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the Western Province, which includes the country’s largest city of Colombo, reported 
the highest rate of 86% (Central Bank of Sri Lanka 2013, p. 27). Until recently, leading 
MNOs have created special packages, such as Mobitel’s Bandum (the Bond) and 
Etisalat’s Northern SIM, to attract more customers from these provinces with a special 
emphasis on international call rates and languages used for interactions with service 
providers (Ceylontoday 2012; Sri Lanka Telecom 2013, p. 60).  
1.4.6 Current trends in the mobile communications  
Currently, all five MNOs are involved in a fierce battle to promote mobile 
Internet services offering attractive plans. In the first quarter of 2013, more than one 
million mobile users accessed the Internet via mobile phones- mainly from feature 
phones- while about 75% of mobile Internet users used pre-paid data services (GSMA 
Intelligence 2013, pp. 6, 8). In 2015, mobile Internet subscriptions had increased by 
42.8%, yet only by 8.5% in 2016 (Central Bank of Sri Lanka 2016). TRCSL (2016) 
claims that, at the end of September 2016, there were about 3,711,265 mobile 
broadband subscribers in the country or 17.5% of the total population. This includes 
Internet access both via mobile broadband devices, popularly known as dongles, and 
mobile phones. However, fixed broadband subscribers number was only 847,318 or 
about 4% of the total population (Telecommunications Regulatory Commission Sri 
Lanka 2016).   
Smart phone adoption has increased dramatically in Sri Lanka in recent times, 
despite the prominence of feature phones. For example, in 2012, 91% of mobile 
handsets in the country were feature phones and only 9% smart phones (GSMA 
Intelligence 2013, p. 6). By the fourth quarter of 2014, however, the smart phone 
market share had increased to 22.1%, compared with 77.9% for feature phones and 
basic handsets (International Data Corporation 2015). Between the fourth quarter of 
2015 and the fourth quarter of 2016, smart phone adoption in the country had increased 
from 29% to 41%, recording a growth of 12%. This was the second highest growth 
rate in smart phone adoption in Asia, placed between the Philippines and Indonesia 
(Waring 2017). In 2012, Nokia was the leading brand used in Sri Lanka for both 
feature and smart phones with 29.8% of market share, followed by Samsung (18.3%) 
and the Indian-made Micromax (7.8%) (GSMA Intelligence 2013, p. 7). In 2014, 
however, while Nokia recorded the highest overall mobile phone market share, 
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Samsung took the lead for smart phones followed by Huawei (International Data 
Corporation 2015).  
1.4.7 Mobile phones for development in Sri Lanka 
Mobile services meant for development have been designed since 2007. By 
2012, more than 30 such services operated in the country. Of them, the majority 
provide health and educational services, while others offer agriculture-related and 
other services (GSMA Intelligence 2013, p. 10). However, it is not clear how many 
mobile phone users benefit from these services because official mobile phone data do 
not reflect the actual number of mobile users of Mobile for Development (M4D) 
services (GSMA 2013, p. 11). With the increasing popularity of smart phones with 
mobile Internet, many of these services are provided through applications (apps) 
introduced by MNOs or other external organisations. For instance, Dialog Axiata has 
introduced an app called the ‘Self Care App’ that facilitates more than 250 services 
offered in Sinhala, Tamil and English, allowing customers to check and pay bills, 
activate and deactivate VAS, check data usage, request and share credit, and search 
ring-in-tones (Dialog Axiata PLC 2017a).  
More-than-voice services, such as mobile money services (mobile banking), 
popular in developing countries such as Kenya (Agar 2013, p. 127), are still in the 
early stages of becoming popular in Sri Lanka, even though all MNOs except Airtel 
provide mobile money services. Among them, the most popular is eZ Cash from 
Dialog Axiata and mCash from Mobitel, which allow mobile subscribers to transfer 
and receive money, pay utility bills and obtain other goods and services (Dialog Axiata 
PLC 2013, p. 18; Mobitel (Pvt) Ltd 2014). Mobile money services offer great benefits 
for people living in rural areas where about 40% of adults do not have a bank account 
or are under-banked, like the poor in urban areas (GSMA Intelligence 2013, p. 11).  
1.4.8 Mobile phones and women in Sri Lanka 
Liyasara (Voice of woman) - a post-paid mobile package designed for women 
by Mobitel- is the sole female-only package available. It was introduced in Sri Lanka 
on International Women’s Day in 2012 and offers benefits such as insurance cover for 
accidental/natural death, permanent/total disability and customised VAS such as 
health, cookery, and fashion and beauty tips. Mobitel claims they ‘aimed exclusively 
at women in rural Sri Lanka with the objective of empowering them while bridging 
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the gender gap’ (Sri Lanka Telecom 2013, p. 60). In March 2013, as a follow-up to 
Liyasara, Mobitel launched an educational program for rural farming women on 
‘financial services and management’ in collaboration with the Open University of Sri 
Lanka, utilising mobile learning methods. Initially, 550 rural farming women were 
drawn from Jaffna in the Northern Province and Hambantota in the Southern Province 
and provided with weekly lessons (Mobitel (Pvt) Ltd 2013).  
In general, there is no significant difference between men and women in Sri 
Lanka in their mobile phone ownership or use. Hence, MNOs believe it is unnecessary 
to identify and target women as a specific customer segment to offer special mobile 
packages as in other South Asian countries, such as Bangladesh and Afghanistan, 
which designed mobile packages specifically for women in late 2005 and 2009 
respectively (GSMA Development Fund, The Cherie Blair Foundation & Vital Wave 
Consulting 2010, pp. 20, 35).  
1.5 Reasons for the researcher’s personal interest in the topic 
The researcher became interested in this topic following an observation she 
made on mobile phone use behaviours of a woman in her 50s or early 60s seated next 
to her during a five-hour bus journey. Throughout the journey, she overheard the 
woman communicating with her customers and employees to co-ordinate activities 
required for the smooth functioning of her business- a small-scale sweetmeat 
production industry. The researcher realised that this woman would not have been able 
to attend to any of her business activities while away from her business premises if she 
did not have a mobile phone. Later, at a conference the researcher attended in India, a 
research paper was presented on the empowerment of women which discussed a loan 
scheme introduced to self-employed women by a micro finance organisation in India, 
facilitating their purchase of mobile phones for business purposes.  
The researcher also witnessed how the mobile phone had become a mixed 
blessing for women around her, including female friends, relatives and students. These 
women are often sexually harassed by unknown men via nuisance calls and unsolicited 
text messages, drawing suspicion from their husbands, boyfriends or other family 
members of their involvement in illicit affairs, thus leading to conflicts in their 
personal lives. These incidents, along with her own experiences of mobile phone use, 
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particularly during the civil conflict period when she lived in Trincomalee pursuing 
her undergraduate degree, motivated her to explore and observe more about the role 
of mobile phones in the day-to-day lives of women in the area.  
In conclusion, the mobile phone has become a significant communication 
technology for Sri Lankan women in their day-to-day activities, despite its possible 
negative aspects. Its use is particularly important for FHHs, who are compelled to play 
a dual role as the breadwinners as well as the caretakers of their families. Hence, the 
subsequent chapters explore the extent to which the mobile phone has become an 
empowering tool for FHHs in Trincomalee, enabling them to expand their agency and 
thus freedom of choice in their everyday lives.   
1.6 Definitions of key terms used in the study 
The following are the operational definitions of the key terms used in this study.  
Empowerment: This study defines empowerment as ‘the processes by which those 
who have been denied the ability to make choices acquire such ability’ (Kabeer 2005, 
p. 13).  
Female heads of households (FHHs): Women who are single, separated, widowed, 
divorced, never married or whose husbands have migrated for work to another 
geographic location and, as a result, are solely responsible for the day-to-day care and 
organisation of their households. 
Mobile subscription: Subscription to a public mobile telephone service via cellular 
technology that can include any number of pre-paid and/or post-paid SIM cards, and 
active use of a mobile phone during the past three months (International 
Telecommunication Union 2010, p. 4). Hence, a person can own more than one SIM 
card, yet be considered one mobile subscriber. 
Mobile phone ownership: The personal use of a mobile phone by an individual, 
without having to share it with others such as family members or friends, even though 
they may not have bought or paid for it themselves. 
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Mobile phone access: Where individuals may access a mobile phone belonging to 
another person, such as a family member, neighbour or friend, when needed, but may 
not necessarily use it.  
Mobile phone use: The use of a mobile phone to make and receive calls, send and 
receive text messages, and use all other available mobile functions and features.  
Feature phone: A mobile phone with features such as a camera, mp3 player, 
Bluetooth, ability to store multimedia files and, in some cases, access the Internet, but 
without the advanced features of a smart phone, which include touch screens, mobile 
Internet, advanced camera and video facilities, and the ability to download apps.   
Smart phone: A mobile phone with a touchscreen interface and Internet access that 
functions with an operating system capable of running downloaded apps and 
performing many of the functions of a computer.  
Basic handset: A mobile phone with basic voice and text messaging facilities, an 
alarm clock, radio and contact list.  
1.7 An overview of the thesis structure 
The remainder of the thesis is organised into five chapters.  
Chapter Two- the theoretical framework, discusses the epistemology 
(constructionism); paradigms (critical theory, interpretivism and functionalism); and 
covering laws (Pierre Bourdieu’s notions on symbolic violence, habitus and capital; 
gender and technology approach; post-colonial feminism; the capability approach of 
Amartya Sen; empowerment perspective of Nalia Kabeer; uses and gratifications; 
domestication; and diffusion of innovations) employed in the study.  
Chapter Three- the literature review, is an analytical discussion and critique of 
the existing literature on the main themes related to this study, including for example 
the ownership of and access to a mobile phone; use of mobile phones by women; use 
of more-than-voice services for livelihood activities; and female heads of households.  
Chapter Four- the research design, describes the research methodology used in 
the present study. It also discusses the data collection methods used with the processes 
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of participant sampling and recruitment followed; ethical issues involved; data coding 
and analysis; examination of the relationships between the researcher and the 
participants; research contexts; the challenges faced during the field study and other 
data collection processes in detail.  
Chapter Five- findings and discussion, narrates the findings of the study 
thematically, comparing them with the existing literature and provides alternative 
explanations to the findings of this study.  
Chapter Six- conclusion and recommendations, provides concluding 
observations about the salient findings of the study; examines its strengths and 
limitations; provides a critical discussion of the contribution of the study to the 
discipline; and suggests recommendations for policy makers and areas for further 
research in the same topic area.  
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Chapter 2: Theoretical Framework 
This chapter summarises the theoretical frameworks used in the study, 
including the epistemology, paradigms, methodologies and covering laws (Crotty 
1998), to explore the empowerment potential of mobile phones for the participant 
female heads of households (FHHs) and their mobile phone use. The study is based on 
constructionism, which positions reality as constructed when the object (the mobile 
phone) and the subject (the user), both of which are active, interact. In other words, 
meanings are created upon interaction between the human experience and the object 
(Crotty 1998; Weerakkody 2015). 
2.1 Theoretical triangulation  
The study applies theoretical triangulation using critical theory (Habermas 
1981; Horkheimer 1972; Horkheimer & Adorno 1994; Marcuse 2009; Marx 1975); 
the interpretivist (Dilthey & Rickman 1979; Weber 1978; Weber, Gerth & Mills 1991) 
and functionalist paradigms (Comte 1896; Durkheim 1982; Malinowski 1948; Morgan 
1980; Radcliffe-Brown 1935; Spencer 1896). Critical theory- the main paradigm used- 
focuses on power relations and the relationship between power and culture to uncover 
the hegemonies and injustices operating within a society that oppress and manipulate 
those who are marginalised within the research setting. Hence, it enables action to be 
taken for change through new ways of understanding (Calhoun 1995; Crotty 1998, p. 
157).  
The interpretivist paradigm facilitates examination of how individuals make 
meanings of actions carried out for a particular purpose and how interpretations are 
formed from culture and historical situations (Crotty 1998, p. 67). The functionalist 
paradigm explores how things work and how they may be improved while focusing 
on human behaviours and their possible antecedents (Morgan 1980). Within the 
context of this study, it will examine the ways in which participants currently use 
mobile phones; for what purposes; the factors and phenomena that shape their use; and 
possible improvements that can optimise their use (Weerakkody 2015). The study aims 
to empower the powerless and oppressed in society (Kemmis & McTaggart 2005; 
Lewin 1946; Sarantakos 2012).  
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2.1.1 Covering laws  
The study uses the covering laws of Pierre Bourdieu (1977, 1986, 1989, 2001) 
- particularly his notions of symbolic violence, habitus and capital; the gender and 
technology approach (Cockburn 1985; Rakow 1992; Van Zoonen 1992; Wajcman 
1991, 2004); post-colonial feminism (Jayawardena 1986; Mohanty 1988; Spivak 
1993); the capability approach of Amartya Sen (1985, 1990, 1992, 1999); and the 
empowerment perspective of Nalia Kabeer (2001, 2005). It also employs uses and 
gratifications (Katz & Blumler 1974); domestication (Haddon 2011; Silverstone & 
Haddon 1996; Silverstone, Hirsch & Morley 1992); and Everett M. Rogers’ (2003) 
diffusion of innovations to guide the investigation.   
2.1.2 Theoretical triangulation in media and communication studies 
Hearn et al. (2009) highlight the importance of employing functionalist, 
interpretivist and critical traditions, when investigating new media to increase the 
validity of studies and their findings. This allows one to consider multiple 
perspectives, values, agendas and interpretations of the different stakeholder groups 
involved, including researchers and participants (Hearn et al. 2009, pp. 30-3). Katy E. 
Pearce (2013, pp. 77-8) recommends theoretical triangulation to obtain a more holistic 
view of a research problem in studies of mobile media and communication- 
particularly in developing countries- given that widely accepted theories in this field 
such as diffusion of innovations (Rogers 2003), domestication (Haddon 2011; 
Silverstone & Haddon 1996; Silverstone, Hirsch & Morley 1992), and uses and 
gratifications (Katz & Blumler 1974), have been tested mainly in North America and 
Europe. However, this project does not take the action research approach as will be 
discussed in detail under the limitations of the study (section 6.3).  
2.2 The Empowerment of women 
The empowerment of women in developing countries has become a buzzword 
in development projects, with the literature providing differing definitions and 
evaluations. As the current study explores the empowerment potentials of mobile 
phone use for a marginalised group of FHHs in a conservative, remote area of Sri 
Lanka, it is important to examine the capability approach of Amartya Sen (1985, 1987, 
1990, 1992, 1999) and the empowerment approach of Nalia Kabeer (2001, 2005) to 
provide theoretical and methodological underpinnings. 
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2.2.1 Empowerment 
Kabeer (2005, p. 13) defines empowerment as ‘the processes by which those 
who have been denied the ability to make choices acquire such ability’. Through 
empowerment, women can make strategic life choices on matters relevant to their 
lives, including place of residence, marriage, children, freedom of movement and 
association. To make a meaningful choice and to be considered truly empowered, 
individuals must have alternative choices available to them. Due to its focus on 
development of human capabilities and concepts such as agency and resources, Gigler 
(2004) argues that Kabeer’s approach is strongly based on Sen’s (1999) capability 
approach. (See Section 2.2.2).   
2.2.1.1 Making strategic choices 
Individuals may be prevented from making strategic choices about their lives 
due to institutional bias, cultural and ideological norms, and the potential personal and 
social costs that result from certain decisions (Kabeer 2005, p. 14). For example, a 
woman may be prevented from owning and using a mobile phone by her husband, who 
may become suspicious of her mobile phone use and potentially accuse her of having 
an illicit affair. This could lead to marital conflicts or even divorce, which carry social 
stigma within many societies. To make meaningful strategic life choices, therefore, 
women require not only economic support but psychological, social and cultural 
support from society. Thus, empowerment is based on ‘how people see themselves, 
their sense of self-worth’ and ‘how they are seen by those around them and their 
society’ (Kabeer 2005, p. 15).  
2.2.1.2 Agency, resources, and achievements 
Agency, resources, and achievements are interrelated dimensions of 
empowerment (Kabeer 2005, p. 14). Agency refers to ‘the processes by which choices 
are made and put into effect’, where people can make and implement choices 
positively without hindrance or resistance from others. Agency may be exercised in 
the suppression of the agency of another who is using their authority in a negative way. 
Kabeer (2005, pp. 14-5) differentiates between the effectiveness of agency or women’s 
greater efficiency in carrying out their given roles and responsibilities and the 
transformative form of agency, which is a woman’s ability to act on the restrictive 
aspects of these roles and responsibilities to change them.  
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Resources- the second dimension of empowerment- are the ‘medium through 
which agency is exercised’ (Kabeer 2005, p. 15). Due to their relative positions within 
a particular context, some members of an institution hold more power than others and 
are able to interpret ‘rules, norms, and conventions’ (2005, p. 15). If the family is taken 
as an institution, in many contexts the husband would hold the decision-making power 
due to his position as the head of the household. He would therefore decide on the 
distribution of resources and their availability to others. Consequently, when a woman 
accesses resources as a dependent member of her family, she is unable to make 
strategic choices at will. This differs for women who are heads of households, when 
they have the power to make decisions for themselves and their families, enjoying full 
access to the family’s resources, which empowers them to make strategic choices.  
The next dimension of achievement- is the extent to which the potential for 
living the lives people want- is achieved or not (Kabeer 2005, p. 15). For example, 
rather than considering waged work as a sign of improvement on women’s 
empowerment, it should be explored whether it has brought them a sense of 
independence and self-reliance in addition to meeting their survival needs (Kabeer 
2005). Explaining the interrelationships between agency, resources, and achievement, 
Kabeer (2005, p. 15) differentiates between passive agency or ‘actions taken when 
there is little choice’ and active agency which is ‘purposeful behaviour’.  
2.2.2 The Capability Approach (CA) 
Amartya Sen’s (1999) capability approach (CA) is widely used, particularly in 
development-related studies. He defines human development as the ‘process of 
expanding the real freedoms that people enjoy’ (1999, p. 1) and perceives capability 
as ‘an expression of freedom’ (1999, p. 292). This approach does not consider income 
or economic development as exclusive to the development process, but highlights the 
importance of social, cultural and political dimensions when achieving development 
and empowerment. This is because income alone does not determine the freedoms and 
opportunities available to a person to gain non-income variables that are of value to 
them, such as living in a crime-free community, being employed, or living a long or 
healthy life (Sen 1999, p. 291). This suggests the equal importance of considering 
social developments, such as access to education and healthcare, alongside economic 
development, under the broad term of development.   
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The CA is principally based on the concepts of functionings and capabilities. 
Functionings are achievements, referring to the beings and doings valued by an 
individual. For instance, an individual may value adequate nourishment or health, 
avoidance of premature mortality, literacy and numeracy, happiness, respect, 
opportunities to participate in community and social activities, the ability to appear in 
public without shame, and being well informed (Sen 1985, 1987, 1992 & 1999). 
Functioning achievements vary according to the community in which one lives (1985) 
and hence in the empowerment process, it is important to identify the valuable 
functionings of an individual and ask which functionings they can achieve.  
Capability refers to the ‘the various combinations of functionings that a person 
can achieve, thus a set of vectors of functionings, reflecting a person’s freedom to lead 
one type of life or another’ (Sen 1992, p. 40). While a functioning is an achievement, 
capability is the ability to achieve or the person’s freedom to achieve valuable 
functionings (1987, p. 49). The set of capabilities a person can achieve depends on 
their own capacities and relative social position as powerful or marginalised in society, 
determining their access to human and material resources (Sen 1999).  
Therefore, the goal of development is to increase a person’s capability set, 
which can be assessed on the well-being (the quality of the person’s being) and 
freedom to pursue their well-being and thus their freedom to lead the life they value 
(Sen 1992, pp. 39-40; 1999). In CA, functionings are perceived as the outcome 
component, where capabilities are the freedom component, where choice is the means 
and primary end of development. Consequently, the aim of development is to expand 
an individual’s freedom of choice (Sen 1999, p. 18). The ownership and use of a 
mobile phone enables an individual to achieve a number of functionings such as 
informing and being informed on health, income earning opportunities and community 
activities that consequently increase their capability and freedom of choice.  
There is an interconnection between freedom and responsibility. While people 
should lead a responsible life, being responsible for what they are and do, they must 
have enough freedom to lead a responsible life without being deprived of access to 
basic needs such as education, healthcare or property (Sen 1999, p. 285). At the same 
time, when a person has enough freedom and capability to do things in their lives, they 
must act responsibly. Hence, ‘freedom is both necessary and sufficient for 
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responsibility’ (Sen 1999, p. 284). Further, it is the responsibility of the state; political, 
social and community-based organisations; NGOs; the media; and other institutions 
working with the public to enhance social commitment to individual freedom (1999, 
pp. 283-4). Therefore, it is also important to explore if an individual is able to achieve 
the functioning vector that another has achieved, that allows for comparison with the 
actual opportunities to which individuals have access. Individuals who can achieve the 
same functioning vectors have equal freedom to live a life they value (Sen 1985, p. 
201). 
2.2.2.1 Well-being  
Individual freedom consists of two components – ‘well-being freedom’ and 
‘agency freedom’ (Sen 1992, p. 57). Well-being freedom is ‘the opportunity to pursue 
his or her own well-being’ (Sen 1985, p. 203), that indicates the quality of an 
individual’s life (1992, p. 39), how they can ‘function’ (1985, p. 197), and the 
functioning vector they can achieve (1985, p. 198).  
Accordingly, achieving well-being is ‘the ability to achieve valuable functionings’ 
(Sen 1985, p. 200), which depends on both the capability set of a person and the 
functioning vector. An index of primary goods, however, would not be considered an 
index of well-being because of interpersonal variations dependent on biological, social 
and other parameters determining how they may be allocated. Still, well-being 
freedom cannot reflect a person’s overall freedom as an agent because it is only one 
goal or aim of one’s life (1985, p. 205).  
2.2.2.2 Agency freedom 
Agency is the freedom to set and pursue one’s own goals, interests, aims, 
objectives, allegiances and obligations, in addition to the focus on well-being (Sen 
1992, p. 56; 1999, pp. 191, 203). Well-being agency and more particularly, agency 
freedom is not focused on just one type of aim, but is more general and concerns 
whatever the person decides to achieve as a responsible agent (Sen 1999, pp. 203-4). 
Facilitating the well-being of others, acting on one’s commitments and respecting 
social and moral norms, are examples of other goals of achieving one’s agency (Sen 
1977, 1987). In short, ‘agency freedom has an open conditionality which makes it 
different from well-being freedom’ (1999, p. 204). Sen (1985, 1995) highlights the 
importance of considering agency freedom to evaluate an individual as an agent and 
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not as a patient, who does or does not have well-being, and to understand the specific 
motivations and constraints under which they act.  
Agency is influential in reducing gender inequalities in society that weaken the 
well-being of women (Sen 1999, p. 189). Even though the primary focus was placed 
on women’s well-being in the past, gradually the notion of free agency is becoming 
prominent as women are viewed as active agents of change. Men’s positions as 
breadwinners are formed because of their economic contributions to their families 
(1999, p. 193). Married women therefore, do not value their contribution to the 
household, but rather view it as bereft of worth given that it is not assigned a market 
value unlike the paid work of males. This results in women’s low-bargaining power 
within their families and restricted agency in society, leading them to value the well-
being of their family members more than their own and in many cases, to accept their 
fate silently (Sen 1990). Hence, who is doing how much ‘productive’ work or who is 
‘contributing’ how much to the family’s prosperity, can be very influential, even 
though the assessment of those terms is rarely discussed explicitly (1999, p. 193).  
Variables such as an independent income, employment outside the home, 
literacy, decision-making capacity within and outside the family, and rights to property 
give women status and respect in society, decreasing their dependence on others and 
reducing their deprivation. Consequently, their agency is strengthened due to the 
empowerment and independence gained. The freedom women gain in one area, such 
as in education or employment, can bring them freedom in other areas, such as finance 
and alimentation (having other necessities of life) (Sen 1999, pp. 191, 4).  
 Factors such as the nature of employment arrangements, attitudes of the family, 
and economic and social circumstances should also be considered when determining 
empowerment, as they encourage or stymie empowerment potential (Sen 1999, p. 
202). The well-being and agency aspects of women’s movements inevitably have a 
substantial intersection, because enhancing women’s agency also means being 
concerned with their well-being (1999, p. 190).  
CA, according to Crocker and Robeyns (2009), guides one to find the 
information needed to determine how well an individual’s life is or has been 
progressing and to compare the well-being between two individuals, two communities 
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or the same individuals at two different points in time. Hence, CA assists in exploring 
and evaluating the different life experiences of participants in the present study had 
undergone before and after their mobile phone use. In synthesis, the empowerment 
approach (Kabeer 2001, 2005) and CA (Sen 1985, 1987, 1999) allows explorations of 
whether mobile phone ownership and use had empowered the participants of this 
study, increased their capabilities to enhance their well-being and agency freedom, and 
expanded their freedom of choice to lead a life they value.  
2.2.2.3 Capability approach and ICTs for development 
While CA for development has evolved over a number of decades- mainly as 
an economic theory- scholars have recently employed CA in studies on 
communication, ICTs and development (Alampay 2006; Alsop & Heinsohn 2005; 
Andersson, Grönlund & Wicander 2012; Gigler 2004; Hamel 2010; Johnstone 2007; 
Kleine 2011; Smith, Spence & Rashid 2011; Zheng 2007; Zheng & Stahl 2011).   
Drawing on Walsham (2001), Zheng and Stahl (2011, p. 69) claim that the 
central role placed on agency in CA shifts the perception of ICT users in developing 
countries from passive receivers of technologies transferred from advanced countries 
to active users, because it highlights the needs and aspirations of ICT users and their 
agency. Kleine (2010, p. 675) suggests that ICTs need to be considered as ‘multi-
purpose technologies, which could empower individuals to attain development 
outcomes of their own choice’. Technologies are useful in human advancement as they 
allow individuals to expand their capabilities to do what they value and do more and 
different things in life (Hamel 2010 cited in Zheng & Stahl 2011). This is because the 
information or knowledge provided by these technologies enable their capability 
enhancement through better decision-making.  
There are two advantages of employing individual agency in Information and 
Communication Technologies for Development (ICT4D) studies (Zheng 2009). First, 
it allows for public discussion, participation and social inclusion in the process of ICT 
adoption and diffusion. Second, it allows evaluation of ICT adoption focusing on the 
extent to which it meets the needs and expectations of users, but not their designers or 
economic outcomes (Zheng & Stahl 2011, p. 70).  
Smith, Spence and Rashid (2011) discuss how mobile phones have contributed 
to expanding human capabilities. The mobile phone and mobile networks provide 
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access to resources previously inaccessible, such as to timely and/or relevant 
information and to expanded possibilities for connectedness between people, as 
information is a key component of development. Hence, human capabilities are 
expanded in developing countries due to the ability of mobile phones to send and 
receive asynchronous and synchronous information from anywhere at an affordable   
cost. 
Information sharing and new connectedness made possible between  
individuals as well as between individuals and institutions, have enabled new 
functionings by strengthening existing social networks (Mascarenhas 2010; Samuel, 
Shah, & Hadingham, 2005; Rashid & Elder, 2009 cited in Smith, Spence & Rashid 
2011, p. 79), economic networks (Aker & Mbiti, 2010; Waverman, Meschi, & Fuss, 
2005 cited in Smith, Spence & Rashid 2011) and governance networks (Ramos 2008; 
Valk, Rashid, & Elder 2010; Goldstein & Rotich, 2008 cited in Smith, Spence & 
Rashid 2011).  
Despite the examples cited above on the incorporation of the CA in ICT- 
related studies, scholars find it difficult to define and measure key concepts in CA, 
such as functionings and capabilities (Malhotra & Schuler 2005; Peter 2003; Zheng & 
Stahl 2011). However, the choice framework developed by Dorothea Kleine (2010), 
based on Alsop and Heinsohn (2005), the UK Department for International 
Development (DFID) (1999) and Kleine’s research project with micro entrepreneurs 
on their use of ICTs in Chile, attempt to operationalise CA to ICT4D. It uses the 
elements of structure, agency and degrees of empowerment, to measure development 
outcomes combining ‘the people-centred and holistic view of the capabilities approach 
with a systemic understanding and diagrammatic representation of the development 
process’ (Kleine 2013, p. 5).  
The primary outcome of the choice framework (Fig. 3.) is choice itself- the aim 
and principal means of development. Secondary outcomes are those a person values 
in his/her life, such as easier communication, more income and time saved, achieved 
with ICT use. Dimensions of choice or degrees of empowerment, according to Alsop 
and Heinsohn (2005), refer to the existence of choice (between different possibilities), 
a sense of choice (an individual’s awareness of the possibilities that new technology 
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offers them), use of choice (whether or not an individual actually makes the choice) 
and achievement of choice (whether the outcome matches the choice expressed). 
 
 
 
With respect to agency, Kleine (2010, p. 53) defines resources as ‘individual 
agency-based capability inputs, which together with structure-based capability inputs, 
can be converted into capabilities’. An individual’s personal characteristics, including 
age, gender, and ethnicity, can determine their level of access to resources. Kleine 
(2010) defines a ‘resource portfolio’ as material resources (objects owned such as 
machinery or computer hardware); financial resources (cash, savings, shares); natural 
resources (geomorphological and climatic conditions, soil quality, availability of and 
access to water); geographical resources (practical implications of location and relative 
distances); human resources (health, education and skills); psychological resources 
Fig. 3. The Choice Framework by Dorothea Kleine (2010). 
Source: (Kleine 2010, p. 680) 
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(self-confidence, tenacity, optimism, creativity, spiritual or religious beliefs); 
information; cultural resources (the three states of cultural capital of  Bourdieu (1986)- 
viz. the embodied, objectified and institutionalised states); and social resources (social 
capital as outlined by Bourdieu (1986).  
Resource-based agency can only be achieved through systematic interaction 
with a given structure (Kleine 2010). Structure includes several areas: institutions and 
organisations, discourses, policies and programs, and formal and informal laws such 
as norms regulating the usage of space. Structural factors and an individual’s resource 
portfolio are in a complex relationship (Kleine 2010). For example, a person with 
higher educational resources and more information would find it easier to access and 
use existing facilities to improve their skills and acquire information, reflecting a 
combination of opportunity structure and individual agency, while structural 
constraints can limit individual agency. Due to the high relevance of structure in 
determining individual agency, Kleine (2010) places structure above agency in the 
choice framework diagram (Fig. 3). Hence, the choice framework allows evaluation 
of non-economic or personal uses of ICTs, such as contacting family and friends, 
which contribute considerably to the well-being and capability expansion of 
individuals previously deprived of such opportunities, with high importance placed on 
the structure. 
2.2.2.4 Situated agency  
Despite the above attempts to employ CA in ICT4D, gender and development 
or technology studies, the approach faces several criticisms. According to Fabienne 
Peter (2003, p. 19), the focus on women’s low levels of well-being and restricted 
agency (Sen, 1990) devalue the positive role women’s agency can play to uplift their 
position through social change, despite their low bargaining power at family and 
societal levels. The feminists, however, have focused more on the active role of 
women’s agency to make social change. Hence, Peter (2003) highlights the inadequacy 
of CA to evaluate women’s well-being and transform their present status as ‘patients’. 
Peter (2003) further supports her argument referring to Bina Agarwal’s (1997, pp. 22-
5) questioning on Sen’s (1990) perceptions of restricted agency – specifically, even 
though it appears that women act in accordance with social norms and accept the 
legitimacy of intrahousehold inequality, in reality, this may reflect their lack of options 
and power. Hence, Agarwal (1997, p. 25) admits that she may ‘place much less 
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emphasis than Sen (1990) does on women’s incorrect perceptions of their self-interest, 
and much more on the external constraints on their acting overtly in their self-interest’. 
Thus, women’s restricted agency or limited effective agency do not equate with 
absence of agency capability, lack of moral autonomy or absence of judgement. Yet, 
seemingly submissive behaviour of women may hide their subtler strategies of 
resistance in situations, which afford them limited possibilities to act towards policy 
change. Hence, Peter (2003, pp. 26-7) highlights the importance of seriously 
considering interpretations and evaluations of women with restricted agency as 
situated agents and thereby, involving them in policy discourses. 
The concept of situated agency is relevant to the current study as it forms a positive 
perception of women’s restricted or limited-effective agency, viewing it as a strategy 
used by women to hide their resistance against unequal gender relations in society. In 
fact, it may be a consequence of external constraints, particularly socio-historical 
settings and invisible ideologies (Agarwal 1997; Peter 2003; Zheng & Stahl 2011).  
2.2.2.5 A critical capability approach 
 Zheng and Stahl (2011) criticise Sen’s (1985, 1995, 1999) work for being overly 
individualistic due to its higher focus on individual agency. Since the notion of agency 
freedom is under developed, it is difficult to operationalise. Consequently, most 
development projects were based on the well-being perspective while agency freedom 
is less appreciated. Even though Sen (1999) highlights the importance of individual 
agency in achieving an individual’s freedom to lead a life they value and the fact that 
individual agency is influenced by specific socio-cultural environments, he has not 
described how individual agency can be restricted. Additionally, while he comments 
on the deprivation of freedom to think, freedom of choice, exploitation of certain 
groups, power relations and unjust social structures, CA is limited to a theoretical 
description of social structures and limitations on individual choices (Robeyns 2006, 
2005 cited in Zheng & Stahl 2011).  
Hence, Zheng and Stahl (2011) propose employing critical theory (Habermas 
1981) in ICT studies based on Sen’s CA (1985, 1995, 1999), as it allows critical 
exploration of the ways capitalism structures society, how historical backgrounds 
shape social situations, and how social structures and power relations impose 
limitations and constraints on human agency. Critical theory as employed in ICT 
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studies therefore contributes to understanding the relationship between technology and 
the distribution of power, as well as the ideological qualities and hegemonic functions 
of technology.  
 The following section in this chapter examines the relevance of critical 
theories; Bourdieu’s (1977) habitus, capitalism, and symbolic violence; gender and 
technology theory; and postcolonial feminist theory, to critically investigate the power 
structures and power relations that shape mobile phone use by a marginalised and 
oppressed group in Sri Lankan society.   
2.3 Bourdieu’s Habitus, Capital, and Symbolic Violence 
Bourdieu (1977) critically analysed social practices and human action as based 
on power structures and power relations in society, employing concepts such as 
capital, power, habitus and symbolic violence. Many of his works are based on 
ethnographic research conducted in Algeria among the Kabyle society, covering a 
number of areas of social analysis including culture, language, social class, and 
consumer and cultural tastes (Navarro 2006; Swartz 2002). Habitus, one of his most 
widely cited concepts, regulates human action (Bourdieu 1977) and is explored in 
Section 2.3.1.  
2.3.1 Habitus 
Bourdieu (1977) refers to the concept of habitus, which originates from the 
Latin verb habere, meaning ‘to have’ or ‘to hold’ (Swartz 2002, p. 61S), as ‘the 
product of history’ (1977, p. 82) as well as a producer of history, because it forms 
history through individual and collective practices according to the ‘schemes 
engendered by history’ (1977, p. 82). Bourdieu argues that individuals do not act 
according to external sets of formal rules, such as cultural norms or on reasons, such 
as income, but rather that they act strategically and practically, with deep-rooted past 
experiences, learnings, and the opportunities and constraints they currently experience 
(2002, p. 62S). Consequently, Bourdieu (1990) perceives habitus as the ‘universalizing 
mediation, which causes and shapes individual agents’ practices, without either 
explicit reason or signifying intent, none-the-less ‘sensible’ and ‘reasonable’ (1977, p. 
79). Bourdieu defines habitus as:  
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A system of durable, transposable dispositions, structured structures 
predisposed to function as structuring structures, that is, as principles which 
generate and organize practices and representations that can be objectively 
adapted to their outcomes without presupposing a conscious aiming at ends or 
an express mastery of the operations necessary in order to attain them. 
(Bourdieu 1990, p. 53)  
The term dispositions refers to ‘a past which survives in the present and tends 
to perpetuate itself into the future by making itself present in practices structured 
according to its principles’ (Bourdieu 1977, p. 82). In other words, disposition is 
‘capability’, ‘reliability’ or a way of thinking on habit but not routine or repetition of 
past experience (Swartz 2002, p. 63). Dispositions of habitus form and position human 
action rather than determining it, as dispositions refer to past socialisations that prompt 
individuals to act out what they have internalized from past experience (2002, p. 63). 
The systems of dispositions is also the principle that continues and regulates the social 
world without being able to give a rational basis for how it works (1977, p. 82).  
As habitus is composed of deeply internalised dispositions, schemas, forms of 
know-how and competences acquired by individuals through early childhood 
socialisations, it becomes a ‘structured structure’ when individuals internalise the 
dispositions of their childhood family contexts. For instance, children brought up in a 
family with an athletic background are prone to build up sporting abilities and can 
understand and value athletic performance more than children raised in a family of 
professional musicians. Once these children are grown, they are more likely to practice 
the skills developed during their childhoods. As such, they actively reproduce those 
particular disciplines (e.g. sports or music), or the dispositions become ‘structuring 
structures’ (Swartz 2002, p. 63S).  
Although no two individuals are exactly alike, individual habitus can exhibit 
many group-specific characteristics. Significant amongst these is a sense of place in 
the social order, replete with an understanding of possibilities and impossibilities. 
Hence, members of different social classes and statuses have different kinds of habitus, 
formed as it is from early childhood opportunities and constraints common to a 
particular social class or social status such as gender, race, age groups and ethnicity 
(Bourdieu 1990, pp. 59-60; Swartz 2002, p. 64).  
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Biological individuals always carry their present and past positions in the social 
structure, ‘at all times and in all places, in the form of dispositions, which consist of 
so many markings of social position’ (Bourdieu 1977, p. 82). Similarly, in the current 
study, the mobile phone use patterns of participants can be reflections of their past 
experiences. For instance, since they were brought up as women in a conservative, 
patriarchal society, their submissive and tolerant behaviour and efforts to maintain 
their expected roles as wives and mothers or as ‘good women’, may also impact their 
mobile phone use. Internalisation of their position in society shape aspirations and 
expectations accordingly. Hence, habitus allows a critical and conscious analysis of 
the social relations of power in everyday life (Bourdieu, Chamboredon & Passeron 
1991 cited in Swartz 2002, p. 63S).  
Individual practices formed by habitus are the result of individuals’ complex 
interactions with the different types and amounts of capital they possess (explained 
below) and with particular dispositions and fields (Swartz 2002, p. 66). Hence, 
Bourdieu (1984, p. 101) developed the following formula to explain human practices: 
[(habitus) × (capital)] + field = practices 
2.3.2 Capital 
Bourdieu (1986, p. 241) defines capital as ‘accumulated labour (in its 
materialised form or its ‘incorporated’, embodied form) which, when appropriated on 
a private (i.e., exclusive) basis by agents or groups of agents, enables them to 
appropriate social energy in the form of reified or living labour’. He categorises forms 
of capital as economic, social, cultural and symbolic. Economic capital can be 
converted into money, immediately and directly or may be institutionalised in the form 
of property rights. Cultural capital, or informational capital (Bourdieu & Wacquant 
1992), exists in the embodied state (as long-lasting dispositions of the mind and body), 
the objectified state (e.g., pictures, books, dictionaries and instruments) and the 
institutionalised state (educational qualifications) (1986, p. 243).  
Social capital, social networks and acquaintances are ‘the aggregate of the 
actual or potential resources, linked to the possession of a durable network of more or 
less institutionalised relationships of mutual acquaintance and recognition’ (Bourdieu 
1986, p. 248). For instance, a group allows its members to benefit from collectively-
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owned capital and their relationships exist in material and/or symbolic exchanges 
allowing members to maintain them. The volume of social capital possessed by an 
individual depends on the size of the network of connections they can effectively 
mobilise and on the economic, cultural or symbolic capital they possess. Symbolic 
capital- considered the most important- is legitimacy. The types and volumes of capital 
available within a family form dispositions of habitus and expectations. For example, 
individuals with high economic capital yet low cultural capital may not be willing to 
spend their money to acquire cultural capital, such as through higher education 
(Bourdieu 1986; Navarro 2006; Swartz 2002).  
Fields are the structured social contexts where different kinds of capital are 
sought and where actions formed by habitus take place. In society, different fields may 
exist, including economic, artistic, religious, legal and political. Individuals compete 
in these fields for differently valued resources or capitals. The struggle to accumulate 
valued resources by interest-driven individuals had resulted in power relations and 
social hierarchies in society (Navarro 2006; Swartz 2002).  
For participants in the current study, symbolic capital may be more important 
than other forms of capital due to their marginalised position as women living without 
their husbands, potentially vulnerable to unwelcome advances from men in their 
society facilitated through mobile phones via nuisance calls or unsolicited text 
messages. Yet, their efforts to maintain their reputations as chaste women could bring 
them other valued resources such as cultural and social capital. For instance, if they 
are not perceived as being involved in extramarital affairs, people in their communities 
may be more willing to assist them materially and financially. Social capital is also 
vital for these women because they must rely on others, including family members, 
relatives, neighbours and friends, to take care of their children, in the event of illness 
and to ensure their safety and security. With regards to cultural capital, most of these 
women may struggle to secure educational opportunities for their children. Due to the 
recognition and respect they would gain in Sri Lankan society for educating their 
children amidst constraints and hardships, this may enable them future access to other 
forms of capital such as economic capital through employment and social and 
symbolic capital. As breadwinners, economic capital is also important to them. Hence, 
they are likely to use their mobile phones to various degrees and in a variety of forms 
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depending on their social positions to accumulate these types of capital in different 
fields.  
2.3.3 Symbolic Violence 
Bourdieu (2001) critically explores and discusses the subtle ways of male 
domination in society. He refers to symbolic violence as ‘a gentle violence, 
imperceptible and invisible even to its victims, exerted for the most part through the 
purely symbolic channels of communication and cognition (more precisely 
misrecognition), recognition or even feeling’ (2001, pp. 1-2). Most importantly, both 
the dominated and the dominant are aware of these practices.  
Male domination has been practised through symbolic principles such as a 
‘language (or a pronunciation), a lifestyle (or a way of thinking, speaking, and acting)’ 
and a ‘distinctive property’ throughout history (Bourdieu 2001, p. 2). Thus, the 
division of sexes is depicted as ‘natural’ and ‘self-evident’ even though it is socially 
constructed through a hidden, deep-rooted mechanism that is unobservable (2001, p. 
2). Both singular agents, including men with the capacity to practice physical and 
symbolic violence and social institutions – for example, families, the church, 
educational systems and the state, contribute to the formation and continuation of this 
process (2001, p. 34).  
From this perspective, the man is responsible for and controls production and 
reproduction, while the woman is the ‘transformed product of this labour’ (Bourdieu 
2001, p. 45). Consequently, their respective roles in economic production and 
biological reproduction mark a privileged position for men and an unremarked one for 
women. For instance, in biological reproduction, impregnating a woman is considered 
male work, while gestation and child bearing are female work. Similarly, in economic 
production, during suitable time periods, men start harvesting by first ploughing the 
earth. Women are then needed to assist ‘nature in its labour by performing additional 
technical and ritual acts’ (2001, p. 46).  
Division of the sexes can be found even in objects and in the habitus of agents, 
such as systems of perception, thought and action (Bourdieu 2001). The sexual 
division of labour is obviously visible within households, as women are assigned the 
time-consuming, non-appreciative chores while men handle less time-consuming tasks 
4 0  
 
 
and market-related business. Consequently, women are kept away from economic and 
public affairs while men engage in the processes that lead to economic and social 
power (Bourdieu 2001, pp. 9-11, 98-100).  
Women also maintain the symbolic capital of the family by managing the 
garden, interior decorations and clothing of family members. They are expected to 
maintain and strengthen social capital as well by maintaining kin relationships and 
supporting solidarity and incorporation of the family. Hence, they carry out certain 
activities such as family meals, celebrations, exchanging gifts, visits, letters and 
telephone calls. However, just like their domestic activities, these go unnoticed, 
devalued and even criticised by men – e.g. degradation of women’s use of the 
telephone to chat or reading which do not generate any monetary or economic benefits. 
Hence, women’s time is spent serving others such as family members, social welfare 
and religious activities unlimitedly (Bourdieu 2001, p. 98).  
As Bourdieu (2001) observes, women and men are trained since childhood to 
maintain certain bodily actions and gestures linked to gender roles and hierarchies. For 
example, women may avoid looking directly into another person’s eyes to indicate 
their submissive nature, while men maintain eye contact with their heads held high to 
express manliness or power (Bourdieu 2001, p. 15). These differences in upbringing 
reflect the symbolic dependence of women because they are expected to maintain their 
‘femininity’ under male domination by ‘smiling, [being] friendly, attentive, 
submissive, demure, restrained, and self-effacing’ (2001, p. 66). Due to the seemingly 
invisible symbolic power imposed on the dominated by the dominant, Bourdieu (2001) 
adds that the dominated, unknowingly and sometimes reluctantly, help and perpetuate 
their own domination by silently accepting the limits imposed on others. These come 
in the form of bodily emotions such as ‘shame, humiliation, timidity, anxiety, guilt or 
passion and sentiments – love, admiration, and respect’ (2001, p. 38).  
Hence, contradictory relationships between masculine domination and 
feminine submissiveness, which are considered both natural and extorted, can be 
understood only through critical and close consideration of durable effects that are 
exercised on women and men (Bourdieu 2001). This is because the effects of symbolic 
domination, whether relating to ethnicity, gender, culture or language use, are applied 
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through systems of perception, appreciation and action formed of habitus rather than 
through a ‘pure logic of knowing consciousness’ (2001, p. 37).  
Defining symbolic capital as ‘genealogical statues, the names of lineages or 
ancestors’, Bourdieu (2001, p. 43) explains that women are represented and exchanged 
as symbolic objects in the matrimonial market- the central device of ‘the foundation 
of the whole social order’ or production and reproduction. He adds that if the 
accumulation of symbolic and social capital are the only valued resources in a society, 
then women are more protected, which is true even today for many societies that 
experience economic poverty. He further adds that in marriages, a woman’s symbolic 
profit depends on her symbolic value maintained through her reputation and chastity, 
which also symbolise her honour and thus the social capital of the family lineage. Even 
today, in many traditional societies, women are treated as symbolic objects that bring 
honour to their families through marriage. Consequently, women and young girls must 
be protected as symbolic goods who must not bring dishonour to their families through 
unacceptable relationships with the opposite sex. The mobile phone could contribute 
to threatening women’s symbolic value as it has the potential to facilitate imprudent 
relationships.   
However, through attempts to maintain their honour, their ‘manliness’ or their 
‘manhood’, men also become ‘prisoners’ and ‘insidious victims’ as they learn how to 
differentiate themselves from the opposite sex and exert domination over them, which 
is not ‘inscribed in nature’ (Bourdieu 2001, pp. 48-9). They employ ‘seemingly natural 
ways of dispositions without imposing it as a rule, as a logical way’ and perceive their 
actions as ‘self-evident and inevitable’, thus making those actions ‘habitus’ i.e.  
‘embodied social law’ (2001, p. 50).  
In such a scenario, a man must act to ensure that his honour or manliness is 
validated by other men. He does it by using (physical) violence to enhance his honour 
in the public sphere. On the other hand, a woman can only defend or lose her honour 
through the virtues of ‘virginity and fidelity’ (Bourdieu 2001, p. 51). Thus, ‘masculine 
values had its dark negative side in the fears and anxiety aroused by femininity’ (2001, 
p. 51). The efforts made by men to maintain their masculinity may reflect on mobile 
phone use as well. For instance, learning that their wife or daughter has an imprudent 
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affair could threaten a man’s honour, causing him to react by restricting mobile phone 
use by his female family members.  
Explaining the ‘historical labour of dehistoricization’, Bourdieu (2001, p. 83) 
proposes that the ‘history of women’ should give a central place ‘to the history of 
agents’ – the family, ‘and institutions’ such as the church, state and educational system 
because they undeniably reproduce masculine domination and masculine vision 
through ‘sexual division of labour and representing this division as legitimate using 
the law and language (Bourdieu 2001, p. 85). The significant role played by the state 
in reproducing the patriarchy- especially by making the patriarchal family the principal 
and model of social order and interpreting it as a moral order- legitimates the 
domination of men over women, adults over children and identification of morality 
with strength (2001, p. 87).  
Male domination has been challenged to a certain extent by the opportunities 
women have gained with higher education, economic independence and the 
transformation of family structures, with lower rates of marriages and births and 
increased divorces (Bourdieu 2001, p. 89). Nonetheless, patriarchal family structures 
prioritising heterosexuality as the norm, based around reproduction, continue due to 
habitus and legal systems which continuously transmit traditional principles and 
divisions of law. Despite the changed conditions for women, society still follows the 
traditional model of division between the sexes. For instance, men maintain their 
power in the public space and on the field of power (through production), while women 
are mostly restricted to the domestic space and reproduction. Even the professional 
functions designated as suitable for women are ‘an extension to their domestic 
functions such as education, care and services’ (2001, p. 94). If a woman achieves a 
higher position or becomes professionally successful, she needs to compensate for it 
with less success in her personal life such as divorce, late marriage, failure to marry, 
and failure to have children. Hence, to achieve success in the domestic sphere, she 
must give up her ‘professional success’ (2001, p. 107).  
Hence, old structures concerning the division of labour persist through three 
practical principles that women follow in their choices. The first is that the work 
assigned to women outside the domestic space is an extension of their domestic 
functions. The second is that a woman cannot have authority over men. The third is 
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that men have the monopoly in handling technical objects and machines, which is 
challenged by feminists (Bourdieu 2001).  
In conclusion, Bourdieu (2001, p. 104) claims that to reveal these invisible 
structures of sexual divisions, one must think rationally about the relationship between 
the ‘domestic economy’ (division of labour) and ‘powers’ that form it along with 
different sectors of the labour market (the fields) in which men and women are 
involved’ (2001, p. 106). Thus, Bourdieu’s insights on habitus, capital, power, and 
symbolic violence have implications for the current study in exploring and 
understanding how participants’ mobile phone use has been shaped according to their 
social positions, forms of capital and the symbolic violence practised within their 
patriarchal society and setting.      
2.4 Gender and Technology  
According to social construction theory, which emerged in opposition to 
technological determinism, technology is a social and cultural artefact (McLuhan 
1962). This perspective was strengthened by the contributions of feminist theorists 
(Rakow 1992; Van Zoonen 1992; Wajcman 1991) who examined the 
interrelationships between gender and technology, arguing that technology is socially 
constructed and influenced by society’s existing gender norms. Thus, they highlight 
the importance of conducting research to analyse existing gender inequalities and 
power relations replicated in technologies, including new media, from their design to 
actual use (Tacchi 2015; Wajcman 1991).  
Feminist theorists argue that men have used technology to continue their 
domination over subordinated groups- particularly women. ‘The taken-for-granted 
association of men and machines is the result of historical and cultural construction of 
gender’ (Wajcman, Bittman & Brown 2009, p. 144) where women were seen as 
inherently incapable with technology. Technology is perceived as a cultural ideal of 
masculinity, resulting from ‘different childhood exposure to technology, the 
prevalence of different role models, different forms of schooling and the extreme sex 
segregation of the job market’ (Wajcman 1991, p. 51) and not due to biological 
differences between men and women (Cockburn 1983, 1985; Gurumurthy 2004; 
Wajcman 1991, 2004). For example, girls are not encouraged to choose scientific and 
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technical subjects due to social beliefs that ‘sciences are easier for boys’ (Bourdieu 
2001, p. 62). This sexually-ordered social order, makes girls think it is natural for them 
to not pursue scientific and technical subjects. Through such practices, women are 
prevented from having contact with all aspects of the real world that ‘they are not made 
for’ (2001, p. 62).  
Technology has brought ‘power’ as well as ‘pleasures’ (Wajcman, Bittman & 
Brown 2009, p. 145) for men while women have been ignored in technological design, 
despite widespread acknowledgement of technology as gender-neutral (Gurumurthy 
2004, p. 3). The relationship between gender and technology is ‘masked’ or ‘ignored’ 
in the ‘design, purpose, use, and outcome of communication technologies’ (Rakow & 
Navarro 1993, p. 144). Further, the position of women in society and their hopes and 
values determine their interactions with technology (Wajcman, Bittman & Brown 
2009, pp. 145-6).  
Both traditional and modern meanings of technology are masculine and 
reinforce women’s exclusion (Wajcman 1991; Wajcman, Bittman & Brown 2009). 
Traditionally, only industrial machinery and military weapons were considered as 
technology, while women’s technologies, including those that aid cooking, childcare, 
and horticulture, were not highly regarded. Meanwhile, modern technology, 
particularly those associated with developments in mechanical and civil engineering 
during the late nineteenth century, is perceived as white, male and middle-class.  
Feminist perspectives on gender and technology have been diverse and 
transformed over the years. They can be categorised as the views of liberal, socialist 
and postmodern feminism even though they had not developed independently from 
each other in chronological order (Wajcman, Bittman & Brown 2009, p. 143).  
2.4.1 Liberal feminism and technology 
Liberal first-wave feminists of the 1970s and 1980s focused on women’s 
unequal opportunity and access to technology. They argued that if girls were given the 
right opportunities and encouragement, they could easily become scientists and 
engineers (Cockburn 1983; Grint & Gill 1995; Wajcman 1991, 2004). This approach, 
however, is considered ‘reductionist’ (Royal 2008 cited in Pujol & Montenegro 2015, 
p. 178) as it regards technology as neutral and objective, positioning women as 
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responsible for their own situation rather than analysing the reasons why they have 
fewer opportunities for education and employment (Henwood 2000; Pujol & 
Montenegro 2015; Wajcman 1991)  
2.4.2 Radical feminism and technology 
Radical and socialist feminists turned their attention to gender power relations 
embedded in technological artefacts. They were especially critical of Western 
technology, including medicine and militarism, characterised as technological 
artefacts purposely designed for patriarchal exploitation of women’s bodies and 
fertility. However, this approach again reinforces the presentation of women as 
naturally peace-loving and nurturing victims of patriarchal technology ignoring the 
roles of culture and history in shaping women’s needs and priorities in different 
contexts. Nonetheless, radical feminism posed a challenge to technological 
determinism- a popular approach to technology in the 1970s (Wajcman 1991, 2004).  
2.4.3 Socialist feminism and technology 
Socialist feminists investigated the influence of social factors, particularly 
gender disparities, in shaping technologies. For instance, research found that with the 
Industrial Revolution, a strictly gendered division of labour was created in Western 
society, giving more opportunities for men to work in factories gaining technical skills 
with newly introduced machines designed by men. Women became unskilled, low paid 
industrial labourers, prevented from gaining the necessary skills and knowledge of 
technology by their engagement at home with family chores (Cockburn 1983). The 
influence of this historical gender division of labour in the adoption of technology 
contributed to the current relationships between gender and technology (Cockburn 
1983; Wajcman 1991).  
Socialist feminists argue that male power dominates technology because 
masculinity is embedded in machinery through a combination of highly influenced 
technical, social, economic and political factors. Technological design and selection 
are outcomes of particular decisions taken by ‘particular groups of people in particular 
places at particular times for their own purposes’ (Wajcman 1991, p. 22). Thus, 
technological inventions are influenced by ‘people and the social context in which they 
developed’, making technology a ‘socio-technical’ product (Cockburn 1985; 
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Wajcman 1991, p. 22). In other words, there is a mutual relationship between 
technology and society, and gender and technology.  
Several examples cited by feminists demonstrate male domination and 
continued female exclusion from the design of technology, its content and use. For 
example, the microwave oven was initially designed for food preparation in US Navy 
submarines and later introduced to the consumer market as a brown good – a 
technology for men- especially single men- to reheat their food. Yet gradually, women 
appropriated it in their cooking, converting it to a white good or domestic appliance 
(Cockburn & Ormrod 1993; Wajcman 2004). The telephone, introduced as a 
communication technology to facilitate men’s businesses, was soon appropriated by 
women to maintain their family and social relationships, thus becoming a technology 
of which the use and social meaning were completely changed by women into a 
domestic appliance for women at home (Martin 1991; Marvin 1988; Rakow & Navarro 
1993; Wajcman 2004). Hence, the telephone is perceived as having been converted 
from a ‘rational business medium’ into an ‘instrument to maintain friendship and 
kinship’ (Van Zoonen 1992, p. 24).  
However, while the socialist approach reveals the historical construction of 
technology as a male domain, it is unable to suggest how the existing relationship 
between gender inequalities and technologies can be changed, For example, with the 
redesign of technologies. These debates on the relationship between technology and 
women are both optimistically and pessimistically analysed by feminists. On the one 
hand, technology is seen as liberating women from unwanted pregnancies, housework 
and routine paid work, while on the other hand, it is argued that most new technologies 
oppress and destroy women (Wajcman, Bittman & Brown 2009, p. 147).  
2.4.4 Post-feminism and technology 
During the late 1980s, white Western women dominating second wave 
feminist ideologies were challenged by different theories such as black feminism, post-
colonial theory, queer theory and post-modernism. Consequently, post-feminism, or 
third-wave feminism emerged, accommodating different gender power relations 
taking place in various societies encompassing race, colonialism, sexuality, disability 
and class in addition to the inequalities between men and women. This opened feminist 
conversations about the different ways in which women live and experience 
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technoscience based on their location (Wajcman 2004, p. 127; Wajcman, Bittman & 
Brown 2009).  
2.4.4.1 Digital technologies and feminism  
Along with changes to the concept of feminism, technology too significantly 
transformed with digital technologies- especially Information and Communication 
Technologies (ICTs). Unlike in the past, feminists were optimistic and enthusiastic 
about the digital revolution because it opened more opportunities for women, 
particularly to those living in industrialised societies and whose lives had become more 
independent in economic and cultural aspects with broader discourses on gender 
equality and its supporting legislation. Further, new technologies such as mobile 
phones, the Internet and cybercafés, enabled women’s empowerment and 
transformations of gender inequalities. New media allowed women to participate in 
global networks and campaigns designed to improve their conditions and 
strengthening their political participation while creating new feminist communities 
(Wajcman 2004, pp. 2, 120). Women in developing countries were also believed to 
benefit from digital technologies such as mobile phones due to their flexible payment 
methods (Wajcman 2004, pp. 119-20). Cyberspace allows women to change their 
identities, while social networking discourages hierarchical orders in society. New 
technologies do not require physical strength as they did for industrial technology. 
According to feminists, these new technologies once implemented can liberate women 
and hence are considered feminine media (Millar 1998; Plant 1998 cited in Wajcman, 
Bittman & Brown 2009, p. 147).  
However, some feminists (Hafkin 2002; Spence 2010; Van Zoonen 1992; 
Wajcman 2004) point out the necessity for radical rethinking due to the introduction 
of digital technologies. This is to analyse the process of technological innovation and 
their impact on culture and practices of everyday life, because new technologies also 
reveal the continuity of power relations and exclusions in new forms such as in Second 
Life, which proved unfavourable to women (Wajcman 2004, p. 53; Wajcman, Bittman 
& Brown 2009, p. 148). Further, the mass production of communication technologies 
such as mobile phones, exploit the cheap labour of women in developing countries, a 
fact their users in developed countries may not be aware of (Wajcman 2004, p. 122). 
Therefore, due to its potential to break down as well as maintain existing gender 
inequalities, Wajcman (2004, p. 122) calls the mobile phone a ‘very different artefact’. 
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Tenhunen (2013) claims that gender is not adequately discussed under M4D (Mobile 
for Development). Hence, feminists emphasise the need to conduct systematic analysis 
of the relationships between gender and technology, to identify whether new media 
maintain or challenge existing gender power relations (Sassen 2002; Wajcman 2004).     
Theoretical perspectives of gender and technology are relevant to the present 
study as it explores the empowerment potential, repercussions and constraints faced 
by a culturally diverse group of women, living without an adult male in their home, 
with regards to their mobile phone use. This study’s participants differed from each 
other in terms of marital status, class, age, profession and education. Furthermore, they 
belonged to different ethnic groups (Sinhalese, Muslim and Tamil) and religions 
(Buddhist, Hindu, Christian or Islam). These factors shaped their individual identities 
and determined their interactions with mobile phones due to the existing gender power 
relations within their respective cultures and communities.   
2.5 Postcolonial Feminist Theory 
 
Postcolonial feminist theory emerged in the 1980s and challenged the 
discourses and knowledge of the feminist approach dominated by Western, white, 
middle class, tertiary-educated women, who overlooked the complex experiences of 
oppression of Third World women, shaped by geography, history and culture. 
Postcolonial feminists argue that women are oppressed not only by male domination 
but also by various other factors such as race, class, religion, imperialism, gender, 
political oppression, economic exploitation and the lack of basic needs. Thus, women 
are not a homogenised category, but are diverse within and across countries and 
regions (McEwan 2008; Mohanty 1988; Radcliffe 2015; Schech & Haggis 2000).  
Chandra Talpade Mohanty (1988, p. 63) criticises the representation of Third 
World women in Western feminism as an ‘average Third World woman’ who conducts 
‘an essentially truncated life’ formed by ‘feminine gender (read: sexually constrained) 
and being in the ‘Third World’ (read: ignorant, poor, uneducated, tradition-bound, 
domestic, family-oriented, victimized, etc.)’. This representation is contrasted with the 
‘(implicit) self-representation of Western women as educated, modern, having control 
over their own bodies and sexualities and free to make their own decisions’ (1988, p. 
65). Mohanty thus points out that, unless the Third World is defined as unitary, 
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underdeveloped and economically dependent, the First World cannot exist as singular 
and privileged in their self-representation.  
Known as a ‘Marxist-feminist-deconstructionist’, Gayatri Spivak (1988) made 
a significant contribution to postcolonial feminism with her cultural analysis of 
subaltern (lower status) women excluded by institutional and cultural discourses and 
practices. Her work based on the concept that ‘power is knowledge and knowledge is 
power’, attempts to scrutinise the global divisions of labour, super-exploitation of 
women, and links between the academy and global exploitation, using deconstruction 
(McEwan 2008, p. 67).  
Postcolonial feminists were critical of the absence of the experiences of black 
and Third World women in histories of feminism. They demonstrate that, contrary to 
wide acceptance, the feminist movement did not originate in the West and women’s 
movements in Third World countries cannot be simply considered mere imitations of 
Western models of women’s liberation. For instance, in her book ‘Feminism and 
nationalism in the Third World’, Kumari Jayawardena (1986, p. 2) argues that women 
in Asia and the Middle East fought for their emancipation and had an active feminism 
in their history. Hence, feminism ‘was not imposed on the Third World by the West’ 
(1986, p. 2). In response to these debates, Western feminism was compelled to 
accommodate anti-imperialist approaches, accepting the plurality of feminisms and 
therefore no longer regarded as exclusive or dominant.  
2.5.1 Postcolonial feminism, development and ICTs  
Postcolonial feminists point out the importance of considering the diversity of 
women living in the Third World when implementing development initiatives in a 
specific society (Mohanty 1988; Radcliffe 2015). They argue that the First World 
continues to exert colonial power over developing countries through development 
projects and criticise the Women in Development (WID) approach which is based on 
Modernisation theory, representing women in the Global South as culture-bound, 
victimised (Hyndman & De Alwis 2003; 1988) and ‘caught between tradition and 
modernization’ (Spivak 1993, p. 102). This approach was replaced by the Women and 
Development (WAD) approach, which focuses on the ‘relationship between women 
and development processes’ (Rathgeber 1990, p. 492).  
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The contemporary development approach for women, viz. Gender and 
Development (GAD), aims at the ‘social construction of gender and assignment of 
specific roles, responsibilities, and expectations to women and to men’ (Rathgeber 
1990, p. 494). Identifying Third World women as catalysts in the development process, 
it aims at structural change of existing gendered power relations. The approach, 
however, focuses on empowering women by expanding their ‘public roles’, 
identifying their private roles as barriers to modernisation and ignoring the complex 
relationship between the ‘public’ and ‘private’ in the Global South (Radcliffe 2015, p. 
38). Postcolonial feminists question the viability of empowering women through 
schemes primarily focused on economic enhancement, such as microcredit systems 
offered to poor women.  
The GAD model is further criticised for overlooking the reasons for the high 
rate of transnational migration of Third World women to First World countries for 
employment as domestic care workers, perceived as a continuation of colonial power 
differentials (Ehrenreich & Hochschild 2003; Sylvester 2011 cited in Radcliffe 2015, 
p. 42). The standard criteria used in development projects to measure empowerment is 
also questioned as the meanings of empowerment are diverse and based on different 
cultural, political, geographical and historical contexts (Sangtin Writers & Nagar 
2006, p. 141 cited in Hyndman & De Alwis 2003).  
2.5.1.1 Postcolonial feminism and ICTs  
Of all critical theories, the postcolonial perspective is the most suitable for 
analysing issues of gender and ICT4D. It emphasises the ‘power relations’, 
‘intercultural encounters’ and ‘various inequalities’ that determine the design and 
interactions with ICTs and critically analyses ICT4D-related issues faced by 
marginalised groups such as women in developing countries (Asiedu 2012, pp. 1188, 
99).  
The postcolonial feminist approach is useful when examining how neoliberal 
ideologies, such as achieving autonomy for women in developing countries and 
increasing their productivity through large scale projects, may achieve development 
through ICTs. It further criticises the overemphasis on technological determinism in 
the modernisation for development approach, which assumes that development can be 
achieved with the mere introduction of technology without considering that 
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technologies, their designs and contents are influenced by the social contexts in which 
they are used, rather than being ‘inherently neutral’ (Asiedu 2012, pp. 1197-8).  
Post colonialism is further critical of how the West controls power globally, 
mainly by producing and controlling knowledge (McEwan 2001, p. 95). Hence, 
despite the potential benefits of ICT use by women in developing countries, many 
studies have demonstrated the unsuitability of ICTs designed, produced and adopted 
in developed countries for the developing Global South, even pointing to their 
potential to reinforce existing gender inequalities (Gurumurthy 2004, 2006; 
Gurumurthy, Singh & Kovacs 2008; Jayaweera, Sanmugan & Wanasundara 2006; 
Silva & Westrup 2009; Wanasundera 2012).  
2.5.2 Feminism in Sri Lanka 
In general, women in Sri Lanka are considered as better positioned than women 
in other South Asian countries. This is due to women’s suffrage granted in 1931, 
higher levels of literacy and health conditions (due to state-sponsored free education 
and health care), and the fact that Sri Lanka elected the world’s first female Prime 
Minister- Mrs Sirimavo Bandaranaike (Jayawardena 1986). Nonetheless, they have 
existed in a subordinated position throughout history. Despite their ethnic differences, 
Sri Lankan women have always been perceived as ‘reproducers, nurturers, and 
disseminators of tradition, culture, community, and nation’ (Hyndman & De Alwis 
2003, p. 221), perspectives used to justify the surveillance and disciplining of women's 
bodies and minds as symbols of morality and honour of their community and nation. 
These roles have forced Sri Lankan women to be mothers and wives first and to marry 
and engage in household activities even when they are in full time or professional 
employment. In other words, they must protect their symbolic value to maintain the 
symbolic capital of their families and the nation (Bourdieu, 2001).  
Since Sri Lankan culture, society and demography have been very much 
influenced by India due to its close geographical proximity, women’s subordinated 
roles in India have somewhat been reflected in Sri Lanka. Buddhism- the main religion 
of the country- has freed Sri Lankan women to a certain extent and granted them 
equality (at least in theory) in everyday life. Yet, it has not been capable of reforming 
patriarchal social structures even within the less conservative Sinhalese culture. 
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Indeed, according to Buddhist beliefs in Sri Lanka, one is born a woman due to the 
sins committed in one’s previous life (Jayawardena 1986, p. 114)   
Though Sri Lankan women were provided opportunities to be educated even 
before independence, the main purpose behind their education was to shape them as 
obedient, competent housewives. Gradually, women started entering higher education 
and professional careers such as teaching and medicine. However, they were unable 
to secure significant representation in national politics. The few female politicians who 
became successful in Sri Lankan politics were often the wives and daughters of 
deceased male politicians, including Mrs Sirimavo Bandaranaike, who came to power 
following the assassination of her husband, Prime Minister S.W.R.D Bandaranaike 
(Jayawardena 1986, p. 129).  
The women’s movement in Sri Lanka was a result of the movement for national 
independence, gained through peaceful negotiation and allowed women to achieve 
rights for suffrage, education and judicial equality through gradual reform 
(Jayawardena 1986, p. 135). However, as this movement was limited to bourgeois and 
petty bourgeois women in urban areas, the subordination of women in patriarchal 
social structures was not challenged. A women’s movement that overcame existing 
social structures was not formed, as Sri Lankan women did not undergo severe forms 
of oppression as the women in other South Asian countries.  
Women and feminism in decolonised Sri Lanka transformed in response to 
diverse socio-economic changes taking place in the country. The Sinhala youth 
uprising in 1971 and then between 1987 and 1989; the anti-Tamil riots in 1977 and 
1983; 30 years of civil conflict between the Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam (LTTE) 
and the Sri Lankan Government (1977-2007); and the 2004 Boxing Day Tsunami 
wrought significant changes in the lives of Sri Lankan women. Women throughout the 
country became breadwinners and heads of households, especially in the North, West 
and East of the country (De Alwis 2002, p. 680).   
Feminists who conduct research on the increased number of FHHs in the 
country highlight the social stigma further oppressing these women. Despite their role 
as the primary care taker of the family, both financially and emotionally, they are made 
to feel a lack of self-worth and low confidence in addition to a sense of guilt and 
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victimhood. Their victimised position has made them more vulnerable to sexual 
harassment, societal censure and surveillance. Furthermore, relief, rehabilitation, 
social health and trauma interventions provided to them have made them feel further 
victimised (Thiruchandran 1999, p. 7; Rajasingham-Senanayake 1998, p. 10; 
Samarasinghe & Galappatti 1998 cited in De Alwis 2002, p. 681; Hyndman & De 
Alwis 2003, p. 218).  
Another prominent debate emerging from the civil conflict is the role of 
women as female militants- especially the women’s wing of the LTTE- who were 
known as the ‘Birds of Freedom’ and perceived to be as capable as their male 
counterparts. In 1991 for instance, a female suicide bomber killed Rajiv Gandhi- the 
Prime Minister of India (Hyndman & De Alwis 2003). Analysing their role in the civil 
conflict from a feminist perspective, scholars have wondered whether these Tamil 
female fighters were actually liberated or dominated (Coomaraswamy 1996; De Silva 
1994; Hyndman & De Alwis 2003); were agents or victims (de Mel 1998 cited in De 
Alwis 2002, p. 682). In mobilising women to be ‘woman warriors’ (Maunaguru 1995, 
p. 163), the LTTE depicted the ‘ideal Tamil woman’ as a mother as well as a fighter, 
representing her as a ‘warrior mother’ (1995, p. 163). These women were later 
described as ‘masculinized virgin warriors’ due to the LTTE’s portrayal of their female 
combatants as ‘pure,’ ‘chaste,’ and ‘virginal,’ with their outward appearance 
resembling that of male militants (i.e. wearing male-style military fatigues and short 
hair, unusual for a Tamil woman in the North and East of Sri Lanka) (Coomaraswamy 
1996; De Alwis 2002, pp. 682-3; De Silva 1994; Maunaguru 1995, pp. 165-7). 
Meanwhile in the labour market, young women in large numbers- mostly 
single Sinhalese-Buddhists- began travelling to the capital city, Colombo, in the late 
1970s to seek employment in factories in the Free Trade Zones (FTZ) established by 
the government. From the late 1980s, these young women faced sexual harassment in 
public and, despite their role as primary breadwinners in their families, were 
represented as morally decadent in Sri Lankan society. This was because they were 
not under parental supervision, lived away from their traditional homes and had 
achieved economic independence instead of conforming to traditional behaviours 
expected of conservative village girls (De Alwis 2002, pp. 676-7).  
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In response to concerns about the behaviour of these young village women, 
then President Ranasinghe Premadasa initiated the 200 Garment Factories Program in 
1992, which aimed to relocate factories to villages to prevent the migration of young 
women to Colombo and its suburbs, to ensure their honour and the social order of the 
nation. The government emphasised the importance of its role in protecting women’s 
morality and behaviours even in a program initiated for economic enhancement, 
making the issue the main official focus, rather than the youth uprising by unemployed, 
predominantly young Sinhalese men in the South (Lynch 2004).  
Meanwhile, Sri Lankan women of all three ethnicities- Sinhalese, Tamil and 
Muslim- mainly lower-middle-class, working class and peasant women, began 
migrating to the Middle East, Singapore, Malaysia, Hong Kong and other foreign 
countries from the early 1980s to work as house maids. They sought to secure a better 
life for their families and to build a home, which was often beyond the financial 
capacity of their parents and husbands. Their remittances became the main source of 
foreign income for Sri Lanka. However, these women were often economically 
exploited and physically or sexually abused, with some even killed by their employers. 
Significantly, despite their role as breadwinners, they were also criticised for the new 
lifestyles they adopted while abroad and blamed for causing disruption to their families 
due to their long absences from home. The women’s husbands remaining in Sri Lanka 
were less criticised for behaviours such as infidelity, alcoholism and spendthrift habits 
using their wives’ earnings (De Alwis 2002). These examples demonstrate the 
persistent subordinate position of Sri Lankan women, who despite their changed roles, 
are expected to be reproducers and symbols of the culture and its traditions. Hence, 
‘any woman who is perceived to not be conforming to her heteronormative roles of 
docile daughter, chaste wife, nurturing mother or sagacious grandmother is thus open 
to censure, ridicule, and even punishment’ (De Alwis 2002, p. 679).  
Therefore, since gender relations in Sri Lanka are interrelated with nationalist 
discourses, gender identity ‘cannot be neatly separated from national identity; they are 
mutually constitutive’ (Hyndman & De Alwis 2003, p. 223). Thus, a feminist approach 
gives a ‘more powerful lens’ (2003, p. 223) to examine how gender identity shapes 
and is shaped by combining multiple axes in society such as ethnicity, class, religion 
and its historical and geographical developments of gender identity.  
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2.5.2.1 Feminism and development in Sri Lanka  
In post-Tsunami and post-war Sri Lanka, the conditions of women have 
transformed in different directions with humanitarian and development aid flooding 
into the country through INGOs (International Non-Governmental Organisations) and 
local NGOs (Non-Governmental Organisations). Yet, the projects implemented by 
NGOs were incapable of addressing structural changes to existing gender power 
relations in Sri Lankan society. Rather, these projects were gendered in their design, 
method, evaluation and impact (Hyndman & De Alwis 2003, p. 215). For instance, 
income generation projects designed for women target activities that could be carried 
out from home or near the home and participants are predominately trained in 
‘feminine’ skills such as sewing and weaving (Hyndman & De Alwis 2003, p. 215). 
Unequal gender hierarchies in the division of labour among displaced women in the 
North and East are reinforced due to their treatment as ‘beneficiaries’ (Hyndman & 
De Alwis 2003, p. 218), suggesting they are assisted through receipt of gifts. This 
consequently disempowers them as dependents of a donor agency. 
At present, with the absence of INGOs and NGOs, microcredit programs have 
become the main source of women’s empowerment in Sri Lanka- particularly for war 
widows- as a consequence of reducing gender concerns to women’s welfare (Hyndman 
& De Alwis 2003). Since women whose husbands have disappeared or are missing are 
identified as widows- the qualifying criteria for eligibility- this scheme does not 
address the social stigma associated with widowhood in the country (Hyndman & De 
Alwis 2003, p. 218). However, the microcredit system has also been identified as a 
method of gender-sensitive development aiming to eliminate women’s subordination 
by enhancing their economic independence and decision-making ability within their 
families, considering their inability to access resources such as credit and land unlike 
men in remote areas (Aladuwaka 2015, p. 499).  
 As Hyndman and De Alwis (2003, pp. 219, 20) point out, a single approach 
cannot be developed or appropriated to work with women in the Eastern Province of 
Sri Lanka, because their experiences vary depending on their class, caste, religion and 
ethnicity. Tamil women living in the towns of Batticaloa or Akkaraipattu, for instance, 
have greater opportunities and freedom of mobility, than Muslim women in the same 
area. Thus, the developmental approaches taken to empower these women need to be 
distinct from each other.  
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2.6 Functionalist approaches  
Based on interpretivist and functionalist paradigms, the present study employs 
the theories of diffusion of innovations (Rogers 2003), uses and gratifications (Katz & 
Blumler 1974) and domestication (Haddon 2011; Silverstone & Haddon 1996; 
Silverstone, Hirsch & Morley 1992) to explore the participants’ specific mobile phone 
use behaviours, diffusion patterns, mobile network services used and mobile phone 
functions and features.   
2.6.1 Diffusion of innovations 
Diffusion of innovations is widely used in studying technological adoption in 
different social systems. Diffusion is defined as ‘the process through which an 
innovation is communicated through certain channels over time among members of a 
social system’ (Rogers 2003, p. 5), with the innovation, communication channels, time 
and social system, identified as its main elements (2003, p. 11).  
Rogers (2003, p. 15) identified the relative advantage or the degree to which 
an innovation is perceived as better than the one it supersedes or replaces; 
compatibility (the degree to which an innovation is perceived as being consistent with 
the existing values, past experiences, and needs of potential adopters); complexity (the 
degree to which an innovation is perceived as difficult to understand and use); 
trialability (the degree to which an innovation may be experimented with on a limited 
basis); and observability (the degree to which the results of an innovation are visible 
to others) as the ‘perceived attributes’ or ‘characteristics’ of an innovation, that 
determine the rates of adoption by individuals. Relative advantage and compatibility 
are considered more important in determining the rate of adoption (2003, p. 16).  
Homophily or the degree to which two or more individuals who interact are 
similar in certain attributes, such as beliefs, education and socio-economic status and 
heterophily- ‘the degree to which two or more individuals who interact are different in 
certain attributes’ (Rogers 2003, p. 19)- are two concepts discussed under 
‘communication channels’. With regards to the diffusion of mobile phones, women 
may feel more comfortable obtaining advice from their female friends or close 
relatives who have already adopted the technology, when adopting it themselves.  
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With respect to ‘time of adoption’- the third element of the diffusion process, 
Rogers (2003, pp. 283-4) categorises adopters into five categories: innovators 
(introducers of an innovation into a system), early adopters (who mostly act as opinion 
leaders in a social system being first category of adopters), early majority (those who 
‘adopt new ideas just before the average member of a system’) (2003, p. 283), late 
majority (those who adopt new ideas just after the average member of a system) and 
laggards (the last in a social system to adopt an innovation). The laggards are 
identified as ‘traditional’ because they hold traditional values and are isolates in social 
networks (2003, p. 284). However, they may have valid reasons for non-adoption, such 
as non-affordability or cultural reasons. Leung and Wei (1998, 2000), in a study of 
mobile phone laggards in Hong Kong, found earlier adopters of mobile phones to be 
of higher socioeconomic status. Later, however, with the widespread adoption of 
mobile phones and their reduced costs due to economics of scale, socioeconomic 
factors became less significant. The complexity of the mobile phone (confusing cell 
phone services), its ‘incompatibility with their values’ (widespread, inexpensive 
public phones) and ‘relative disadvantage’ (no need for it and poor transmission of the 
mobile phone service) were the reasons for people not adopting mobile phones (Leung 
& Wei 1998, 2000 cited in Rogers 2003, pp. 294-5).  
The rate of adoption or ‘the relative speed with which an innovation is adopted 
by members of a social system’ (Rogers 2003, p. 23), may differ from one social 
system to another even though the innovation is the same. This is particularly relevant 
for the use of mobile services such as mobile money in Sri Lanka, where, while they 
may be well diffused in the capital and other main cities, they may not be widely used 
in rural areas.  
The fourth element of ‘social system’ (Rogers 2003, p. 23) focuses on ‘how 
the system’s social structure affects diffusion; the effect of norms on diffusion; roles 
of opinion leaders and change agents; types of innovation-decisions; and consequences 
of the innovation’ (2003, p. 24). Social structures which can be both formal (i.e. 
bureaucratic social systems where higher-ranked individuals have the right to issue 
orders to lower-ranked individuals) or informal (when homophilous sets of individuals 
form groups within a system), affect the diffusion of an innovation (2003, p. 24). The 
informal structure is more visible in rural societies, where women are more inclined 
to talk with peers. However, this depends on the existence of a critical mass – i.e. 
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sufficient people within their interactional group also having adopted the technology, 
so they can use it to communicate with each other.  
The consequences of an innovation are not equal because often the ‘change 
agent’ in a given setting is connected to privileged groups and is more concerned with 
their own needs and agendas, than with those of the poor (Rogers 2003, p. 456). More 
sophisticated mobile phones such as smart phones are not yet affordable to all. 
Consequently, this widens the gap between the technological haves and have nots. To 
narrow this gap, Rogers (2003, p. 464) proposes creating communication messages 
suitable for the ‘lower-socioeconomic sub-audience’ to fit their characteristics, such 
as level of ‘formal education, beliefs, communication habits, and the like’.   
Diffusion of innovation can be employed to understand the relationship 
between the characteristics of adopters in different categories; their levels of 
interaction with the mobile phone; and diffusion patterns of mobile phones, mobile 
services, handset features and functions.    
2.6.2 Uses and gratifications 
The uses and gratifications theory assumes that media audiences are active in 
selecting and using media based on their social and psychological needs along with 
their gratification-seeking motives (Katz, Blumler & Gurevitch 1973). The term active 
audience means utility (the uses people have for communication), intentionality (prior 
motivations that direct communication behaviours) and selectivity (prior interests and 
desires that affect communication choices and content) (Katz & Blumler 1974; 
Palmgreen, Wenner & Rosengren 1985). Pearce (2013, p. 78) suggests that, since 
assumptions made on motivations for using mobile media can result in misleading 
conclusions, it is advisable to employ the uses and gratifications theory as the basis for 
studies on mobile media in developing countries.  
Scholars of the uses and gratifications theory examine individuals’ mobile 
phone use and the gratifications they seek and receive. O'Keefe and Sulanowski (1995) 
posit that the effectiveness of a technology is measured by how well it satisfies 
individuals’ needs. Just like telephones (landline), mobile phones have characteristics 
of unmediated interpersonal communication and mediated mass communication, such 
as connecting two people for interactive conversations. Due to their portability and 
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data services, mobile phones perform more entertainment and information functions 
than landlines, leading to mediated mass communication (Leung & Wei 2000, p. 309).  
Several researchers have examined the gratifications people seek from the 
conventional telephone and their motives viz.- intrinsic or social; instrumental or task-
oriented (Keller 1977; Noble 1987); functional and relational (Claisse & Rowe 1987); 
fun or entertainment (Williams, Dordick & Jesuale 1985); reassurance (fulfilling 
psychological needs) (Dimmick, Sikand & Patterson 1994); and social mobility, 
entertainment, acquisition, and time management (Leung & Wei 2000; O'Keefe & 
Sulanowski 1995). 
Leung and Wei (2000) uncovered seven gratifications of mobile users aged 18 
years and older in Hong Kong. They were fashion/status, affection/sociability (the 
main gratification); relaxation; mobility, immediate access, instrumentality and 
reassurance (Leung & Wei 2000, p. 317). Among Taiwanese college students, 
affection was the most sought out gratification followed by ‘social utility’ such as 
relieving boredom and communicating for relaxation (Wei & Lo 2006, pp. 67, 8). 
Gender was a significant predictor of mobile phone use, where women used it more 
than men to contact their families, while men used them for ‘efficiency and practical 
purposes’ (Wei & Lo 2006, p. 68).  
However, Wei and Lo’s (2006) study was conducted in 2001, when mobile 
phones were primarily used to make and receive voice calls. As such, they did not 
examine other functions and services such as SMS, MMS and Internet availability. 
Further, the sample consisted of college students aged around 19 years, limiting the 
generalisability of the findings.    
Sundar and Limperos (2013) used the uses and gratifications approach to study 
new media. They state that the concept of active user has now become a reality, thanks 
to the tools of modern media such as the Internet and cable and specific venues on 
those channels (e.g. social networking sites, home shopping networks) that enable 
more interactivity in terms of media content. These tools allow users to ‘interact with’ 
these media and to ‘interact through them’, to connect with others (Sundar & Limperos 
2013, pp. 504-5).  
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Analysing 20 studies of uses and gratifications published between the 1940s 
and 2013, Sundar and Limperos (2013, p. 505) observed that, similar to studies of 
traditional media, those examining new media are based on social psychological 
factors without focusing on medium-related characteristics. It proposed enhancing 
future uses and gratification studies on new media, by considering that ‘the technology 
itself could be responsible for creating new gratifications’ (Sundar & Limperos 2013, 
pp. 506, 7). Hence, gratifications based on modality, agency, interactivity and 
navigability (the MAIN Model) are relevant when studying the uses and gratifications 
of new media (Sundar & Limperos 2013, pp. 506, 12).  
Modality is defined as ‘the different methods of presentation (e.g., audio or 
pictures) of media content, appealing to different aspects of the human perceptual 
system (e.g. hearing, seeing)’ (Sundar & Limperos 2013, p. 512). The mobile phone 
has the capacity to present content in different forms, including text, pictures, audio 
and video. Modality affordance directs the users to the four gratifications of realism, 
coolness (involving more of our five senses), novelty, and being there (2013, p. 513). 
Realism and being there, give users a sense of direct involvement and connection, 
facilitated through features such as video calling and access to news web sites on 
mobile Internet. Coolness can be sought with new mobile phones and enhanced 
interfaces. Novelty, associated with coolness, can create uncertainty (being uncertain 
of the next function to perform), while interacting with a new mobile phone.  
Agency affordance refers to the ability of new media technologies to allow 
users to be ‘agents or sources of information’ (Sundar & Limperos 2013, p. 513). It 
provides gratifications such as ‘agency-enhancement; community building; 
bandwagon; filtering/tailoring; and ownership’ (2013, p. 513). For instance, when text 
and video messages created by users go viral among other mobile phone users, 
receivers of such content can respond directly to the sources of the content, fulfilling 
the agency-enhancement and community-building gratifications.  
Interactivity affordance allows ‘the user to make real-time changes to the 
content in the medium’ with interaction, activity, responsiveness and dynamic control, 
identified as its gratifications (Sundar & Limperos 2013, pp. 513, 5). Interaction and 
responsiveness could be reasons for the emerging popularity of smart mobile phones 
with interfaces that respond immediately in real-time to the requirements of their users.  
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Navigability refers to movement through the medium (Sundar & Limperos 
2013, p. 516) which mobiles phones may fulfil these gratifications, using an internet 
connection. Implementing the affordance-based MAIN model in studies of new media 
technologies that are based on the uses and gratifications approach allows exploration 
of the ‘technology-driven needs’ of mobile users (Sundar & Limperos 2013, p. 512).   
Along with the dominant gratifications shaped by the socio-psychological 
factors of media users, gratifications derived from the affordance-based MAIN model 
have implications for this study, because it focuses on the needs fulfilled by the mobile 
phone, particularly with interactive interfaces and Internet connectivity.  
2.6.3 Domestication 
Introduced by Roger Silverstone (1994), domestication refers to the social 
shaping of technologies in the adoption and use of ICTs while paying attention to 
‘what the technologies and services mean to people, how they experience ICTs, and 
the roles that these technologies can come to play in their lives’ (Haddon 2011, p. 312). 
A technology becomes domesticated when bound with the needs of the people or 
household groups who maintain it, finding it a ‘specific place’ in their ‘rhythm of life’ 
(Green 2002, p. 43). The domestication of ICTs within households and individual lives 
has become more important than in employment settings (Haddon 2002). Haddon and 
Green (2009) claim that the term domestication even suggests taming the wild, while 
the term adoption suggests an ongoing process that involves members in a household 
with symbolic and family tensions, in and around the functional uses of technology 
within the physical domains of the home (Haddon 2003).  
With respect to the personal computer, Internet and mobile phones, 
‘appropriation’ refers to how these new technologies fit into users’ lives (Haddon 
2011, p. 316). However, since these new technologies are no longer new, the direction 
of domestication studies had to be changed by questioning ‘how ICTs may be 
domesticated differently at different points in the life course, such as in the family of 
origin; in early adulthood; in couple form; and in transition to retirement’ (Haddon 
2011, p. 317). A further suggestion is to narrow the focus and choose smart phones 
instead of generic mobile phones, conducted on the cultural contexts, relating to 
specific countries, and their impact and changes on our lives; individuals’ different 
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degrees of commitment to these technologies; and their symbolic meaning in our lives 
(Haddon 2011, p. 315). 
Ito, Okabe and Matsuda (2005), for instance, see Japanese mobile users as 
more in favour of text messages because of the norms regulating mobile phone sounds 
in public spaces. Hjorth (2008, p. 124) claims that ‘the mobile phone […] becomes the 
battlefield in which a sense of identity and community are contested’. Dobashi (2005), 
Donner et al. (2008), Haddon and Vincent (2005), Hijazi-Omari and Ribak (2008), 
Horst and Miller (2006), Ling (1998, 2004) and Ling and Yttri (2005) also employed 
the domestication approach in their studies, to explore interactions between the mobile 
phone and its users in families; how related expenses are managed in the family 
finances; reflections of gender relations and cultural values; and meanings made in 
different contexts for mobile phones, based on the purposes for which they are used.  
There are four phases in the transactional system in which the moral economy 
of the household is expressed, viz. – appropriation, objectification, incorporation and 
conversion (Silverstone, Hirsch & Morley 1992, pp. 20-1, 6-7).  
Appropriation is the process by which commodities become objects and takes 
place at the time an object, technology or message is sold. At that point, the object 
leaves the world of commodity and is possessed and owned by an individual or 
household (Silverstone, Hirsch & Morley 1992, p. 21). The appropriation process is 
relevant not only to material objects but also to the selection of media content, such as 
television programs and software or subscription to a mobile network. When the object 
or mediated texts and services are taken to the moral economy of the household, the 
meaning ascribed to them in the public sphere is transformed.  
Objectification refers to the display of the object in the household expressing 
the household’s sense of itself and place in the world. Objectification reflects spatial 
differentiation between private, shared, adult, child, male and female spaces, reflecting 
the geography of the home. ICTs are also objectified via consideration of and selection 
for their compatibility with the aesthetic environment of the household. Their display 
and appropriation take place in relation to other objects in the household in an already 
constructed meaningful spatial environment, leading some, for example, to place 
expensive technologies for maximum visibility. Even non-material and semi-material 
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objects are objectified within the moral economy of the household, such as when 
television programs are discussed or photographs of celebrities are displayed 
(Silverstone, Hirsch & Morley 1992, pp. 23-4).      
Incorporation refers to the ways in which technologies are used. To be 
functional, a technology must find a place within the moral economy of the household 
and be incorporated into its daily routine. The functions of a technology may differ 
from the expectations of its designers and marketers. For example, mobile phones 
acquired for business or economic purposes may also be used for social purposes. A 
technology can be used to save time, control time (video function and microwave) and 
spend time better (listen to the radio while travelling). The incorporation of technology 
into the household also reflects issues of power in relation to gender and age 
differentiations and reinforcement, as well as assertions of status within the home, such 
as who has access to a technology and when. For an individually-owned and used 
technology such as a mobile phone, the same issues arise if it is shared between 
multiple members of the household or when it is bought by one member for the use of 
another (e.g. parent for child) (Silverstone, Hirsch & Morley 1992, pp. 24-5).   
Conversion is the ‘relationship between the household and outside world – the 
boundary across which artefacts and meanings, texts and technologies, pass as the 
household defines and claims for itself and its members a status in the neighbourhood 
or within work and peer groups in the ‘wider society’ (Silverstone, Hirsch & Morley 
1992, p. 25). Comparing meanings to currencies, and because some technologies can 
be converted while some cannot, it is argued that even though the household facilitates 
negotiation and transformation of the meaning of commodities, if they are not 
displayed or accepted outside the home they remain private, inaccessible or irrelevant 
in the public sphere. For example, television programs are a topic in daily 
conversations or the currency of daily life. The expression of the moral economy of 
the household would be important for an individual to enter a certain social group, for 
instance, teenagers using recorded music or a collection of computer games to join a 
peer-group (Silverstone, Hirsch & Morley 1992, pp. 25 -6). Children not allowed or 
unable to access such technologies or consume those texts, are excluded from such 
conversations and groups.  
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Hence, domestication theory is useful when exploring the complexity between 
mobile phone appropriation and users- in this case the research participants and its 
integration into their daily lives- which are not uniform and cannot be neatly 
categorised. 
2.6.4 Chapter Summary   
  The theories and covering laws discussed in this chapter are based on 
theoretical triangulation involving the multiple paradigms of critical theory, 
interpretivism and functionalism. These theories are employed to investigate and 
understand how the mobile phone use behaviours of research participants have been 
shaped and whether they have achieved empowerment and agency in the process. 
The following chapter, the Literature Review, will critically discuss the existing 
literature relevant to the present study.   
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Chapter 3: Literature Review 
Following the theoretical frameworks outlined in the previous chapter, this 
chapter explores the existing literature related to the present study. The volume of past 
research on the adoption of mobile phones around the world, from its early stages of 
use is extensive. However, since 2000, when the mobile phone became a ubiquitous 
communication medium in developing countries, a large and growing body of 
literature has investigated its potential and use for development and women’s 
empowerment, particularly as an ICT.  
The mobile phone is the preferred communication technology for women in 
developing countries, due to several reasons. They include the absence of hidden costs 
for pre-paid mobile connections; women’s lack of access to computers and Internet 
due to financial and other constraints; and advantages of synchronous communication. 
The mobile phone helps women to manage urgent needs and handle problems in an 
efficient and cost-effective manner, illustrating that, ‘when something responds to the 
actual needs of a group of people, it is appropriated by them’ (Chew, Ilavarasan & 
Levy 2010; Macueve et al. 2009, p. 30).  
This chapter explores research studies conducted on the ownership of and 
access to a mobile phone by women and its use for their economic, social and political 
empowerment. They are examined with an emphasis on how pre-existing gender roles 
are reinforced in the process. Past studies which investigated mobile phone features 
additional to simple voice services, such as mobile money, mobile Internet and Value-
Added Services (VAS), will also be explored. Literature relevant to FHHs in 
developing countries- particularly Sri Lanka, will then be discussed. The gaps in this 
body of research will be identified and critically analysed along with their strengths 
and limitations.  
Past studies on mobile phone use by women, particularly in developing 
countries, are based on several theoretical paradigms. Critical theory is widely used 
with many studies exploring how women’s mobile phone use behaviours are shaped 
by gender, power and the socio-economic and cultural aspects of their societies. Many 
had used feminist, post-feminist and development approaches to technology (Comfort 
& Dada 2009; Doron 2012b; Garcia 2011; Hijazi-Omari & Ribak 2008; Jouhki 2013; 
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Kottegoda et al. 2012; Moyal 1992; Murphy & Priebe 2011; Rakow 1992; Rakow & 
Navarro 1993; Tacchi 2014; Tacchi, Kitner & Crawford 2012; Tenhunen 2014a; 
Tenhunen 2014b; Wallis 2011); empowerment (Chew, Ilavarasan & Levy 2015b; 
Handapangoda & Kumara 2013; Hoan, Chib & Mahalingham 2016; Kyomuhendo 
2009; Masika & Bailur 2015; Svensson & Larsson 2015); and action research (Chib 
& Chen 2011; Gitau, Marsden & Donner 2010; Ibrahim 2014; Wanasundera 2012). 
Other studies are based on the interpretivist and functionalist paradigms, exploring the 
reasons behind specific mobile phone use behaviours and adoption patterns (Cai, 
Chew & Levy 2015; Chew, Ilavarasan & Levy 2015a; De Silva, Zainudeen & 
Ratnadiwakara 2008; Madianou & Miller 2011; Murphy & Priebe 2011; Sey 2011; 
Silva 2014; Zainudeen & Ratnadiwakara 2011).  
With regards to covering laws, many studies have applied the empowerment 
approach, including the capability approach proposed by Amartya Sen (1985, 1995, 
1999, 2009) with more recent ones paying increased attention towards 
situated/restricted agency (Hoan, Chib & Mahalingham 2016; Masika & Bailur 2015; 
Svensson & Larsson 2015). Development and technology-related theories, including 
the social shaping of technology (Chew, Ilavarasan & Levy 2015a), domestication and 
appropriation (Donner, Gitau & Marsden 2011; Hijazi-Omari & Ribak 2008; Sey 
2011; Silva 2014), have also been widely applied.  
Data for small- and large-scale studies have predominantly collected data using 
mixed methods. Researchers had used surveys, depth interviews, focus groups and 
field observations (De Silva, Zainudeen & Ratnadiwakara 2008; Grameen Foundation 
2013; GSMA 2010; GSMA Connected Women & Altai Consulting 2015; 
Handapangoda & Kumara 2013; Komunte 2015; Svensson & Larsson 2015; 
Wanasundera 2012; Zainudeen & Galpaya 2015). Few studies had used ethnographic 
methods (Chib & Chen 2011; Garcia 2011; Hijazi-Omari & Ribak 2008; Hoan, Chib 
& Mahalingham 2016; Ibrahim 2014; Masika & Bailur 2015; Rakow & Navarro 1993; 
Tacchi, Kitner & Crawford 2012; Wallis 2011).  
Several scholars conducting anthropological research on mobile phone use, 
had focused exclusively on women or paying particular attention to female mobile 
phone use, while exploring the general use of the technology in various contexts, using 
depth interviews, participant observations, focus group discussions and diaries (Doron 
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& Jeffrey 2013; Horst & Miller 2006; Jouhki 2013; Rakow 1992; Tenhunen 2014a; 
Tenhunen 2014b). Some studies have been solely based on survey data (Chew, 
Ilavarasan and Levy (2013, 2015a); Chew, Ilavarasan and Levy (2015b); Chew, Levy 
and Ilavarasan (2011); De Silva, Pulasinghe and Panditha (2012); Zainudeen and 
Ratnadiwakara (2011); and LIRNEasia (2012). Most had gathered data only from 
mobile phone users as their target population, without considering other relevant 
stakeholder groups.  
One of the key reviews on mobile phones in developing countries was 
conducted by Donner (2008), who examined approximately 200 studies. He grouped 
them into three categories: 1) studies focusing on the determinants of mobile adoption; 
2) the impact of mobile use, particularly on economic development and general well-
being; and, 3) the interrelationships between mobile technologies and users. Donner 
(2008, p. 151) concluded that many unique modes of mobile phone use have emerged 
due to interactions between users’ cultural, contextual and social preferences; the 
economic constraints and environmental factors they face, along with marketing and 
pricing strategies; policy implications; and technical and aesthetic design decisions.  
3.1 Ownership of and access to a mobile phone 
The ownership of and access to communication technologies have always been 
challenges for women- especially to those less privileged in society. A number of 
studies conducted in the Global South found that women’s ownership of and access to 
a mobile phone are lower than those of their male counterparts (Afghan Women’s 
Capacity Building Organization & U.S. Agency for International Development 2013; 
Chib & Chen 2011; Doron & Jeffrey 2013; GSMA Connected Women & Altai 
Consulting 2015; GSMA mWomen 2012; Gurumurthy 2004; Hilbert 2011; Jouhki 
2013; Souter et al. 2005; Tacchi, Kitner & Crawford 2012; Tenhunen 2014a; 
Tenhunen 2014b; Zainudeen, Iqbal & Samarajiva 2010). 
One early survey conducted in 2006 on the ownership of and access to a mobile 
phone by women in five Asian countries viz. India, Pakistan, Sri Lanka, the Philippines 
and Thailand, involved 8689 respondents, classified as placed at the ‘Bottom of the 
Pyramid’ (BOP). That is, the respondents belonged to the (lower) D and E groups in 
the socioeconomic classification (SEC), based on the level of education and 
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employment status of the main income earner of their household, rather than their 
income level. Those in the top and middle levels were named A, B and C groups. The 
study found that a gender divide in access to telephones existed in India, Pakistan and 
Sri Lanka, but not in the Philippines or Thailand. The greatest gender divide in access 
to a mobile phone was recorded in Pakistan and India. Individual ownership of a 
mobile phone in Pakistan at the time was 30% for men and 11% for women, while it 
was 12% for men and 5% for women in India, and 22% for men and 12% for women 
in Sri Lanka. The gender divide in mobile phone ownership in the Philippines (56% 
for men and 55% for women) and Thailand (76% for men and 70% for women) hardly 
exists. Even though there has been no difference in ownership of and access to a mobile 
phone in urban and rural Sri Lanka, the Philippines and Thailand, a considerable 
gender divide has existed between rural and urban areas of Pakistan and India 
(Zainudeen, Iqbal & Samarajiva 2010). 
Even though female mobile ownership at the BOP had increased since earlier 
studies (Zainudeen, Iqbal & Samarajiva 2010), a later study by LIRNEasia (2012) 
found that a significant gap still existed in Bangladesh (with a male to female ratio of 
2.03), Pakistan (1.72) and India (2.63). Yet, it had narrowed in Sri Lanka to a male-to-
female ratio of 1.09, equating to 75% of men and 69% of women owning mobile 
phones at the BOP. Mobile phone ownership was higher among urban women in 
comparison to rural women in both Sri Lanka and Indonesia (2012; Sylvester 2016). 
Hence, in Sri Lanka, gender was found to be a less significant factor in the ownership 
of mobile phones compared to Bangladesh, India or Pakistan. Nonetheless, household 
income was the main factor correlated with the ownership of mobile phones in the 
country (2012).  
GSMA’s (2010) (a collective representing international MNOs) large study on 
the mobile phone and gender gap in low and middle-income countries was followed 
by GSMA’s Connected Women Programme (GSMA Connected Women & Altai 
Consulting 2015). This project studied women in 11 low-and middle-income countries 
viz. China, Colombia, Egypt, India, Indonesia, Jordan, Kenya, Mexico Niger, the 
Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC) and Turkey, using 11,000 face-to-face 
interviews, 77 focus groups, 123 expert interviews and secondary data provided by 
mobile network operators (MNOs) in 35 countries. It found that more than 1.7 billon 
women in low- and middle-income countries did not own mobile phones, with two 
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thirds of them living in South or East Asia and the Pacific, while more than 300 million 
lived in Sub-Saharan Africa. In South Asia, 594 million women did not own a mobile 
phone and the gender gap in mobile phone ownership in the region was 34%. Overall, 
200 million fewer women than men owned mobile phones with the gender gap in 
mobile phone ownership at 14%. A considerable number of female non-users of 
mobile phones (75% in Egypt, 59% in Indonesia, 56% in Niger and 49% in India, DRC 
and China) had never used a mobile phone. In wealthier countries with higher per 
capita GDP such as China, Colombia, Mexico and Turkey, a narrower gender gap was 
noted in mobile phone ownership. Kenya and Egypt- despite lower incomes- had 
narrowed their gender gaps to 7% and 2% respectively, possibly due to the wider 
penetration of mobile money services in Kenya and the more competitive mobile 
market in Egypt. Jordan- a wealthier country than Kenya- recorded 21% in its gender 
gap, possibly due to gender-related cultural and other barriers faced by women (GSMA 
Connected Women & Altai Consulting 2015).  
A study on mobile phone use in Myanmar conducted by Zainudeen and 
Galpaya (2015), found mobile phone ownership (defined as having an active SIM with 
or without a handset) to be 33% for women and 47% for men. Interestingly, the 
ownership of smart phones among men and women was roughly the same, with 64% 
for women and 65% for men. In Myanmar, ownership of mobile phones was not 
correlated with gender but rather with necessity, as individuals earning an income 
within a family or working or studying outside their hometowns were more likely to 
own and maintain one (Zainudeen & Galpaya 2015, p. 33). Thus, in many instances, 
male members of families, who often earned more than women, owned a mobile phone 
because of their expected role as breadwinners. Yet, in some families, women were 
found to be the first members to own a mobile phone.  
In Mexico, the gender gap in mobile phone ownership was only 1%, because 
of the wide diffusion of mobile phones and higher number of FHHs due to high levels 
of migration of men for work (GSMA 2010, p. 16). The mobile phone ownership rate 
among rural Kenyan women whose husbands had migrated to cities for work was also 
high (Murphy & Priebe 2011). Therefore, mobile phone ownership among the 
participants of the present study is likely to be higher given their status as FHHs and 
the narrowed gender gap in mobile phone use in Sri Lanka. Nonetheless, a digital 
divide still exists in Sri Lanka in terms of mobile phone and ICT use and ownership 
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(De Silva, Pulasinghe & Panditha 2012; Jayaweera, Sanmugan & Wanasundara 2006; 
Wanasundera 2009; Wanasundera 2012).  
Due to their lower levels of mobile phone ownership, many women in the 
Global South access shared mobile phones in their households or social groups 
(GSMA 2010; GSMA Connected Women & Altai Consulting 2015; Handapangoda & 
Kumara 2013; Macueve et al. 2009; Murphy & Priebe 2011; Tacchi, Kitner & 
Crawford 2012; Zainudeen & Galpaya 2015). Rural women, particularly in India, 
Indonesia, Kenya and Niger, borrowed mobile phones more frequently than men when 
needed (GSMA Connected Women & Altai Consulting 2015).  
When discussing ownership of a mobile phone, South Indian female 
respondents referred to a mobile phone available for sharing by everyone in the 
household (Jouhki 2013, p. 48), which Doron (2012b, p. 422) refers to as a ‘fixed 
mobile’. Men are perceived as the ‘principal phone owners’ in West Bengal, India, 
while women could own one when gifted to them by their fathers, brothers or husbands 
(Tenhunen 2014b, p. 161). BBC Media Action Research (cited in GSMA Connected 
Women & Altai Consulting 2015) and Doron (2012b) found that Indian households 
commonly own two mobile phones – a newer set with mobile credits, generally used 
by the husband or male members of the family and an older model kept at home for 
women. In rural Kenya, men pass their used phones to their wives and women receive 
mobile handsets as gifts, while men purchase their own (Murphy & Priebe 2011).  
If there is only one mobile phone in a family, there is a high probability that 
the male breadwinner carries it with him all the time, because the mobile phone is 
more of a personal and individualised item. When men take mobile phones with them 
to work, women at home may not have access to one during the day (Chib & Chen 
2011; Diga 2007; Doron 2012a; GSMA Connected Women & Altai Consulting 2015; 
LIRNEasia 2012; Tacchi, Kitner & Crawford 2012; Zainudeen, Iqbal & Samarajiva 
2010). In Uganda, wives may access their husbands’ mobile phones only with their 
permission (Diga 2007), while some Indian women may not be permitted to use their 
husbands’ mobile phones at all (Sundari 2010). In Sri Lanka, even women who legally 
own mobile phones may be partially controlled by their spouses through restriction on 
their phone access and use (Handapangoda & Kumara 2013).  
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Women who borrow or share mobile phones tend to use them less frequently 
than men and rarely use services other than voice calls (GSMA Connected Women & 
Altai Consulting 2015; Sylvester 2016; Zainudeen & Galpaya 2015). Due to the 
private owner information stored in the device, many may be reluctant to share their 
mobile phones. For example, engaging in an extra-marital affair has been noted to 
preclude men in Sri Lanka and Indonesia from sharing their mobile phones with their 
wives or other family members (Sylvester 2016). 
In countries and regions with strong patriarchal family structures, including 
Bangladesh, India and Pakistan, women may be unable to own even the second mobile 
phone in the household (GSMA mWomen 2012; LIRNEasia 2012). Such findings 
suggest that mobile phone ownership and availability in the home have reinforced pre-
existing gender inequalities. Poverty or lower levels of household income are 
additional barriers preventing women from owning a mobile phone. The following 
section discusses the common barriers faced by women in their ownership of and 
access to a mobile phone.  
3.1.1 Barriers to ownership of and access to mobile phones  
3.1.1.1 Cost 
Cost is identified as one of the main barriers (defined as ‘a key issue that 
prevents a customer or potential customer from owning a mobile phone or using it to 
its full benefit’ (GSMA Connected Women & Altai Consulting 2015, p. 40) according 
to past research. This includes the price of a mobile handset, its maintenance, and 
expenses incurred when using a mobile phone. Inability to afford a mobile phone 
contributes to women’s subordination and dependence on their husbands in the Global 
South (Afghan Women’s Capacity Building Organization & U.S. Agency for 
International Development 2013; Comfort & Dada 2009; GSMA Connected Women 
& Altai Consulting 2015; Handapangoda & Kumara 2013; Zainudeen & Galpaya 
2015; Zainudeen, Iqbal & Samarajiva 2010).  
The gender gap in mobile phone ownership is not pronounced in countries 
where women are financially independent, such as the Philippines and Thailand 
(Zainudeen, Iqbal & Samarajiva 2010). Women in developing countries are more 
likely to own more basic mobile phones because of their dependence on men or lack 
of control over their earnings (GSMA Connected Women & Altai Consulting 2015). 
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Some women may require their husbands’ permission before buying a mobile phone 
for themselves (Zainudeen 2012). In India, the involvement of women when 
purchasing a mobile phone, even for themselves, is low (GSMA Connected Women 
& Altai Consulting 2015). Research suggests that, for 74% of female owners of mobile 
phones in South Asian countries, a male family member makes decisions on related 
expenses. This figure is much lower, at under 10%, in Southeast Asian countries 
(Zainudeen, Iqbal & Samarajiva 2010).  
Affordability prevents most women in Myanmar from owning mobile phones. 
Nonetheless, their strong positions as family finance managers allow them to play key 
roles when deciding to purchase one for the household. While lack of knowledge of 
mobile technology may prevent them from involving themselves in the actual buying 
process, young and educated women are more likely to be knowledgeable and agentive 
when making decisions on the type of mobile phones they want to have, before 
informing their families of their choice (Zainudeen & Galpaya 2015).  
Due to the disparity in earnings between men and women, rural women in 
various communities, such as women living in rural Myanmar and female Latino 
farmers in Southern Ohio, have been unable to buy mobile credit as they wish. 
Dependence on their partners’ mobile phones may become pronounced when it is 
difficult to find employment (Garcia 2011; Zainudeen & Galpaya 2015). Changing 
employment circumstances also affect women’s use of mobile phones. For example, 
rural Sri Lankan women who had worked overseas and sent various mobile phones to 
family members while abroad, may not be able to use a mobile phone once they return 
home due to their limited disposable income, leading to reliance on someone else’s 
mobile phone (Sylvester 2016).  
Due to poverty, many rural Kenyan women are restricted in their phone use, 
only able to receive calls and use free airtime obtained from others (Murphy & Priebe 
2011). Some Indian women can only receive calls due to lack of credit on the mobile 
phone kept at home (Doron 2012b; BBC Media Action research cited in GSMA 
Connected Women & Altai Consulting 2015). Subsequently, making ‘missed calls’ 
(arranging to call someone and then hanging up after a specific number of rings to 
indicate that the receiver must call them back) is often practised by these women (De 
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Silva, Pulasinghe & Panditha 2012; Donner 2007; Komunte 2015; Zainudeen, Iqbal & 
Samarajiva 2010).  
Kathleen Diga (2007)’s qualitative study on how household expenditure 
patterns have changed due to access to mobile phones in rural Uganda found that 
women saved money to buy airtime for their mobile phones by sacrificing other 
expenses, over which they had some control, such as food. These could include 
changing their grocery shopping habits, reducing the portion sizes of food consumed 
or selecting cheaper substitutes. Men, on the other hand, sacrificed personal 
entertainment expenses, such as reducing the quantity of beer consumed.  
Women’s use of mobile phones is very much controlled by men who are the 
mobile phone owners or expense bearers and who may limit the length of calls women 
make or the number of people they may call (Diga 2007; Garcia 2011). Some men in 
Sri Lanka and Indonesia assume that their wives overuse the mobile phone, creating 
unnecessary expenditures, while minimising and legitimating their own use in 
comparison, even if it exceeds that of their wives (Sylvester 2016). These behaviours 
align with men’s control of women’s communication technology use found in early 
studies (Rakow 1992, p. 50) conducted in America, whereby ‘husbands and fathers 
often exert control over telephone use (of their wives and daughters) by determining 
what calls should be made, who should make them, and when’ because they pay the 
bills and perceive men’s business and professional calls to be more important. Some 
young married women have been accused by their in-laws of high mobile expenditures 
in India (Doron 2012b; Potnis 2011b; Tacchi, Kitner & Crawford 2012). Since most 
Indian women live with their in-laws after marriage, some husbands choose to pay 
their wives’ mobile expenditures in secret, keeping the information from their parents 
to avoid opposition and displeasure (Tenhunen 2014b). 
Women themselves may see their mobile phone usage as an unnecessary cost 
for the family as their calls do not lead to direct or immediate income (Diga 2007; 
Handapangoda & Kumara 2013). For example, housewives in Sri Lanka may consider 
recharging their accounts with Rs. 100 (US$ 0.68) as excessive, as mobile expenditure 
is regarded as non-essential (Handapangoda & Kumara 2013). Some rural Nigerian 
women worry that their husbands spend a lot of money to top-up their own mobile 
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phones, without giving their wives enough money for household expenses (Comfort 
& Dada 2009).  
Female Sri Lankan mobile users in rural areas have benefitted significantly 
from the credit or small loans provided by MNOs when out of mobile phone credit. 
They consider its service charge reasonable, due to their limited access to shops that 
sell mobile pre-paid services (Sylvester 2016). These small loans are beneficial to 
female mobile users in other countries as well, particularly to those facing restrictions 
on their mobility outside the home, allowing them to be more independent rather than 
requesting mobile credit from someone else, as widely practised in African countries 
(Murphy & Priebe 2011).  
Several studies (GSMA Connected Women & Altai Consulting 2015; Hilbert 
2011; Zainudeen, Iqbal & Samarajiva 2010) have argued that mobile expenditure 
becomes a barrier to women because of unequal gender power relations and social 
norms within societies. Women’s subordination to men, for example, has become 
entrenched due to limited opportunities given to them in education, confinement to 
domestic spheres and early marriage (GSMA Connected Women & Altai Consulting 
2015). Hence, LIRNEasia (2012) recommends that, instead of focusing on women-
friendly packages, greater affordability and products that enable poor women to obtain 
additional connections should be adopted.  
Analysing 25 data sets from 12 Latin American countries and 13 African 
countries from 2005 to 2008, Hilbert (2011) demonstrated that the gender digital 
divide exists because of the gender inequalities in education, income and employment 
opportunities and not because of women’s technophobia. Hilbert (2011) found that 
when the above variables were controlled, women became more active users of ICT 
than men in Latin America and many countries in Africa and highly benefitted from 
ICTs to enhance their living standards and fight against inequalities.  
3.1.1.2 Gender power relations 
Unequal gender power relations and socio-cultural values in societies have 
become the main barriers for women in mobile phone use and ownership. In many 
conservative societies, since women and young girls are considered the symbol of 
family honour and ‘safe-keepers of tradition’ (Doron 2012a, p. 430), they have 
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restrictions imposed on them when using mobile phones because of the perception that 
it could lead to illicit affairs and violation of traditional patriarchal norms.  
Carolyn Marvin’s (1988) renowned work on the early period of the telephone 
in American society at the beginning of twentieth century, similarly cites that the use 
of the (landline) telephone by women was perceived as a threat to society because it 
was expected that women would form inappropriate liaisons with men outside their 
social circle. As Marvin (1988, p. 23) posits, a popular belief in society has been that 
‘women’s use of men’s technology would come to no good end’ because:  
New forms of communication created unprecedented opportunities not only 
for courting and infidelity but for romancing unacceptable persons outside 
one’s own class, and even one’s own race, in circumstances that went 
unobserved by the regular community. The potential for illicit sexual 
behaviour (sic) had obvious disquieting power to undermine unaccustomed 
centers (sic) of moral authority and social order. (Marvin 1988, p. 70) 
 
Claude Fischer (1992, p. 78) states that ‘some worried that the telephone 
permitted inappropriate or dangerous discussions, such as illicit wooing’.  
In countries where there is a significant social divide as in the Global South, 
higher penetration may not reduce the gap because of cultural norms (Zainudeen, Iqbal 
& Samarajiva 2010). Ling and Horst (2011, p. 369) claim that, when ‘technology is 
mapped onto pre-existing gender dynamics’, it ‘often favours men as opposed to 
women’. According to the statistics in later studies (GSMA Connected Women & Altai 
Consulting 2015; LIRNEasia 2012), such predictions have come true. 
The 74% of married women who did not want to own a mobile phone in Egypt, 
India, Papua New Guinea and Uganda, for instance, mentioned the disapproval of their 
husbands as the reason for their decision (GSMA mWomen 2012). Likewise, 82% of 
married women who owned mobile phones, studied in Egypt, India and Papua New 
Guinea and female mobile users in Zambia and Uganda felt their mobile phone use 
made their husbands suspicious of them (Abraham 2009; GSMA mWomen 2012; 
Svensson & Larsson 2015). Some women in Mozambique were reluctant to own a 
mobile phone, for fears of being accused of having extra-marital affairs (Archambault 
2009, 2011).  
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In Morocco, men see the mobile phone as an enemy and hence, some women 
do not have any control over their mobile phones, fearing their husbands’ anger 
(Tafnout & Timjerdine 2009, p. 94). Similarly, Zambian women who own a mobile 
phone have been threatened, intimidated and even beaten by their spouses, who decide 
when, where or whether they may continue to use it (Wakunuma 2012). Men in 
Afghanistan, Bangladesh, India, Mozambique, Niger and Pakistan think of the mobile 
phone as a possible risk to women’s reputations by facilitating extra-marital affairs, 
and therefore argue that mobile phones should only be used by men for work purposes 
(Afghan Women’s Capacity Building Organization & U.S. Agency for International 
Development 2013; Archambault 2009; GSMA Connected Women & Altai 
Consulting 2015; Jouhki 2013; LIRNEasia 2012, p. 2).  
In Colombia, Niger and the DRC, it is more acceptable for husbands to check 
their wives’ mobile phones than for wives to check their husbands’. Some men in 
Niger change their wives’ mobile numbers after marriage or do not allow them to use 
one out of jealousy and fear of disloyalty (GSMA Connected Women & Altai 
Consulting 2015). Women in response, hide their mobile phones from husbands who 
associate them with infidelity (Sylvester 2016).  
While the mobile phone can strengthen intimate relationships, in Brazil it 
causes tensions between couples and becomes a tool for keeping women’s everyday 
movements under high, constant surveillance (Silva 2014, p. 172). Such surveillance 
of wives via mobile phones is response to the shame and embarrassment men feel 
when their wives engage in extra-marital affairs. However, indicating a double 
standard, men may have multiple affairs and still be respected, even gaining social 
prestige among peers for having multiple partners. In Mozambique, while imposing 
restrictions on women’s ownership of mobile phones, men often conduct several 
affairs outside their marriages, persisting even after being caught by their wives 
(Archambault 2009). At the same time, women check their husbands’ mobile phones 
to gather information about their extra-marital affairs, leading to conflicts and 
destruction of mobile phones, which are scapegoated. Hence, Silva (2014) and Horst 
and Miller (2006) conclude that mobile phones sometimes become a negative mediator 
contributing to marital suspicions, conflicts and separations.  
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However, within relationships, women have not always submitted to the 
oppressions of men, using strategies within their limited power, to challenge 
patriarchal power relations. Some women in Sri Lanka and in Indonesia have learnt 
about their husbands’ extra-marital affairs due to the mobile phone. One even learnt 
to use the call divert option on her husband’s mobile phone to listen to the calls he 
receives. This prompted her to learn more about mobile functions and services offered 
by her MNO (Sylvester 2016).  
In Mozambique, women may challenge their male partners when they uncover 
proof of extra-marital affairs from their husbands’ mobile phones. Some buy mobile 
phones and keep them secret from their husbands, either to maintain extra-marital 
affairs or to enjoy a better lifestyle (Archambault 2009). Such behaviours were 
confirmed by Tenhunen (2014b) and Silva (2014). For example, Brazilian women 
check their husbands’ mobile phones and sometimes send messages to suspicious 
contacts to investigate the men’s extra-marital affairs (Silva 2014). The discreet nature 
of mobile phone use has sometimes aided both men and women to form or maintain 
secret intimate relationships, in conservative and communal societies as well as in 
advanced and traditional ones (Archambault 2009; Ellwood-Clayton 2006; Horst 
2006; Pertierra 2005).  
In his Indian study, Doron (2012b, p. 418) claims that, ‘[T]he mobile phone is 
often seen as a threat to the integrity of the household because it has the potential to 
undermine authority and destabilise entrenched social roles and cultural categories’. 
In many Indian communities, brides are typically obliged to leave their mobile phones 
with their parents when they move in with their husband and his family after marriage, 
as frequent calls from friends or relatives create suspicion and conflict. Thereafter, 
they have access only to a shared mobile phone, kept under the surveillance of their 
in-laws. This is due to the cultural norm that the behaviour of a young bride symbolises 
the honour and integrity of her husband and his family, hence these women are 
constantly controlled and kept under surveillance, thus the behaviours and practices of 
a woman is extended to her mobile phone use as well, reinforcing her marginalised 
gender position and identities within the household and society in general. When 
women gradually climb up the household hierarchical ladder, after having children or 
proven to be loyal to kin, their access to a mobile phone too is enhanced (Doron 
2012b).  
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Due to cultural norms practiced in some South Asian countries such as India 
and Pakistan, women are more reluctant to use mobile phones than men (Zainudeen, 
Iqbal & Samarajiva 2010, p. 551). In conservative societies, women may be unable to 
recharge their mobile accounts as men do, because it is not considered appropriate for 
a woman to go to the shops alone (GSMA Connected Women & Altai Consulting 
2015). Ultimately, these gendered practices and norms limit women’s actual use of the 
mobile phone. For instance, Potnis (2011b, p. 42) found that for married women, their 
main category of social contacts comprised their husband and children with female 
friends being the second largest group. This means women are unable to expand their 
social networks beyond their family and friends the way their male counterparts can.  
The participants of the current study did not face the difficulties the married 
women in previous studies had experienced because of their status as heads of their 
own households and the absence of an adult male in the family or home. This may 
have given them more freedom to use their mobile phones and more time to explore 
their handset to learn new features, in what Jouhki (2013, p. 49) calls an ‘exceptional’ 
use of the mobile phone by women. Tacchi (2014) refers to a woman in New Delhi, 
India, who lived in a large slum and was not allowed to answer the home telephone 
when her husband was alive. However, after his death she became the head of the 
household and took over the use of the telephone when her two daughters-in-law came 
to live with her.  
 In many societies in the Global South, unmarried girls are restricted in their 
mobile phone use by their fathers, male members of the family or social institutions 
due to fears of the girls forming love affairs or having pre-marital sex, which is 
unacceptable in their traditional societies. Rakow (1992) found that girls calling boys 
over the telephone was perceived as inappropriate, while it was normal for boys to call 
girls. Doron and Jeffrey (2013, p. 166) observed instances where daughters were killed 
by their fathers in India due to unapproved love affairs maintained using mobile 
phones. The main fear among parents and society in India was that their girls would 
elope with boys, especially those of lower castes or poorer families, enabled by mobile 
phones (Kärki 2013 cited in Afghan Women’s Capacity Building Organization & U.S. 
Agency for International Development 2013; Jouhki 2013; Tenhunen 2014b). Hence 
parents in rural Rajasthan wanted their daughters to marry before they could form love 
affairs on their own, while male community elders of caste panchayats (committees) 
7 9  
 
 
in Uttar Pradesh, Bihar and Rajasthan, India, banned the use of mobile phones by 
unmarried women (Chinna 2016; Jouhki 2013; Tenhunen 2014b). In order to 
overcome family surveillance and bans on mobile phone use, young girls in Egypt 
borrow their neighbours’ mobile phones to use with a SIM card provided by their 
boyfriends (GSMA mWomen 2012).  
Being an Islamic and conservative society with a patriarchal social structure, 
pre-marital sex is strongly discouraged in Sudan - particularly for women - as female 
virginity is considered essential for marriage and family honour (Ibrahim 2014). 
Hence, young women may be punished or even killed, by male family members in 
Sudan if they had engaged in pre-marital sex, become pregnant or undergone an 
abortion. However, the highly popular mobile communication among young people 
appears to have enabled increased levels of pre-marital sex among young Sudanese. 
MNOs in Sudan offer reduced call prices at night, encouraging young men and women 
to talk at length about love, sex and romance (Ibrahim 2014).  
Men may buy a mobile phone for their girlfriends in Sudan, continuing 
recharging their mobile credits and send money through mobile money. When their 
girlfriends fall pregnant, male dominance in their society leads boys and men to have 
little concern for their partners, whom they often abandon, force to have abortions or 
simply cease contact (Ibrahim 2014). However, these outcomes cannot be simply 
blamed on mobile phone use, based on technological determinism. One must also 
examine the many other aspects of a culture and society (e.g. economic factors and 
high youth unemployment that makes it difficult for young people to marry, lack of 
sex education and low access to contraception) that contribute to such situations and 
behaviours. The mobile phone may simply make such liaisons and communication 
easier to form and conduct in secret than before.  
The young people in Ibrahim’s (2014) study benefitted from their mobile 
phones when contacting midwives to arrange abortions or re-circumcision and 
stitching to meet the social requirement of female virginity before marriage. Hence, 
higher mobile phone adoption also correlated with an increased number of 
circumcisions and re-circumcisions. Often, the mobile phone is also blamed for the 
increased number of abandoned babies, unwanted pregnancies and divorces in Sudan 
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(Ibrahim 2014), indicating another instance of scapegoating a new technology for a 
complicated social problem, which is not new to a society, culture or setting.  
Hijazi-Omari and Ribak (2008) studied the domestication of the mobile phone 
by teenage Palestinian Muslim girls in Northern Israel, living in patriarchal, 
authoritative families. This society too discourages pre-marital associations between 
young men and women where most marriages are arranged by parents. In 2003, during 
the early stages of mobile phone adoption by girls and women, ‘having a mobile phone 
meant having a boyfriend’ (2008, p. 156) because once a girl was in a relationship, she 
was typically gifted a mobile phone by her boyfriend as a symbol of love and a means 
of maintaining the relationship. Hence, the mobile phone is connoted as a ‘postmodern 
engagement ring’ (Hijazi-Omari and Ribak 2008, p. 156). Tenhunen (2014b) similarly 
discusses a young woman in India who was gifted a mobile phone by her boyfriend, 
contravening local traditions.  
However, some young men may not inform their girlfriends what the number 
of the gifted mobile phone is, to prevent them from using it with anyone else, meaning 
to engage in other relationships. Young women may be called at different points during 
the day to check their phone use or be requested by their boyfriends to turn off their 
mobile phones at certain times. Young men are more likely to receive money from 
their fathers and questioned less about the ways in which they spend it. As such, they 
may purchase phone credit without consequence. However, young women must 
manage to do so with their pocket money or use innovative strategies such as making 
missed calls to others to prompt a call back. They are often compelled to hide their 
mobile phone from family members to avoid having their phones destroyed or 
confiscated by their fathers (Hijazi-Omari & Ribak 2008). Since the late 2005, some 
parents have bought mobile phones for their daughters, allowing fathers control and 
surveillance over their daughters’ whereabouts when out of the home (Hijazi-Omari 
and Ribak 2008, p. 162). 
3.1.1.2.1 Nuisance calls  
GSMA Connected Women and Altai Consulting (2015) identified nuisance 
calls as the third most prominent barrier women face with regards to mobile phone use 
in Colombia, Egypt, India, Jordan, Kenya, Mexico, Niger and Turkey. A female 
respondent in urban Egypt admitted that, since cheaper calls are offered between 12.00 
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a.m. and 6.00 a.m., men randomly dial numbers to harass women. The same practice 
was found in Sudan where women were harassed by unknown callers asking for dates- 
especially at night - because of cheap call costs (Ibrahim 2014). Afghan men used the 
mobile phone to contact and harass women where women ended up facing serious 
consequences for violating social norms (Afghan Women’s Capacity Building 
Organization & U.S. Agency for International Development 2013). 
Both male and female respondents in Sri Lanka and Indonesia have admitted 
that more than men, women received nuisance calls from strangers who managed to 
obtain their mobile numbers. Interestingly, while women thought that nuisance calls 
should not prevent them from owning a mobile phone, some men thought women 
themselves should take precautions against this problem (Sylvester 2016). In 
Handapangoda and Kumara (2013), some housewives found that when a mobile phone 
was shared within a family, conflicts and tensions arose between wives and husbands 
due to unknown callers. Silva (2014) observed that women had concerns about who 
they should give their mobile number to and were afraid of wrong number calls that 
could be interpreted by their husbands as calls from a secret lover. The female 
entrepreneurs in Wanasundera (2012) complained about nuisance calls, describing it 
as a barrier to higher levels of involvement with their mobile phones. One widow in 
Potnis (2011) was harassed by men using indecent language and gossip about her 
character over the mobile phone, because she was independent and rode a bicycle – a 
rare practice for women in Bihar, India. However, some women in Myanmar 
(Zainudeen & Galpaya 2015) and in the LIRNEasia’s (2012) study did not consider 
nuisance calls a serious problem and coped with them using call screening. 
Meanwhile, women in Jouhki (2013) complained about men using camera phones to 
secretly take photos of women when they were not dressed properly.  
As Rakow (1992) states, women in her study in a small town called Prospect 
in the USA, were scared of receiving such annoying calls because they believed that 
there was a link between such calls and being assaulted, especially when there were 
no adult men in the house. Hence, while the telephone has brought a feeling of security 
for women, it has also brought a sense of fear. GSMA Connected Women and Altai 
Consulting (2015) found that the possession of a mobile phone led to security threats 
for women more than for men, due to theft and fraud related to mobile phone in 
Colombia, Egypt, Indonesia, Jordan, Kenya and Turkey. Women in Colombia, for 
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instance, used the hands-free option in public places to keep their mobile phone hidden 
from view. 
3.1.1.3 Technical literacy 
From the feminist perspective, women have historically been considered as 
technologically incompetent. Telephones were first introduced in North America in 
the 1800s. According to Carolyn Marvin (1988, p. 23), for ‘good’ women, of this 
period, ‘technological ignorance was a form of worldly ignorance’ and a ‘virtue’ 
because telephones and telegraphs were considered technologies belonging to men. 
GSMA Connected Women and Altai Consulting (2015) identified technical literacy 
and confidence as the fifth most significant barrier for women to own and use a mobile 
phone.  
Due to lack of mobile literacy, female mobile users are often limited to making 
and receiving calls (GSMA Connected Women & Altai Consulting 2015; 
Handapangoda & Kumara 2013; Sreekumar 2011; Wanasundera 2012; Zainudeen & 
Galpaya 2015). Previous studies on gender and technology in Sri Lanka found poor 
rural women holding a perception that they would be little benefitted from technology 
because technology is for men (Jayaweera, Sanmugan, & Wanasundara 2006). This 
was also the case in Myanmar and other developing countries (GSMA Connected 
Women & Altai Consulting 2015). In Myanmar, women also feared they would break 
the mobile phone, if they pressed the wrong button (Zainudeen & Galpaya 2015).  
A female respondent in Morocco admitted that, even though she had the money 
to buy a mobile phone, she would not know how to use it as she was illiterate (Tafnout 
& Timjerdine 2009). Illiterate Mozambican women however, could make and receive 
calls and recognise the names on their contact list (Macueve et al. 2009). The lack of 
English language skills was a barrier to adopting mobile handsets and understanding 
content, particularly for less educated women (GSMA Connected Women & Altai 
Consulting 2015; Tenhunen 2014a).  
As a result, women sought assistance, mainly from male relatives and 
sometimes from phone shop assistants, when adopting a mobile phone (GSMA 
Connected Women & Altai Consulting 2015; Handapangoda & Kumara 2013; 
Zainudeen & Galpaya 2015). Macueve et al. (2009) observed some women, unable 
even to dial a number, yet used the mobile phone with others’ help. However, women 
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were sometimes disadvantaged by their reliance on others and reluctance to ask for 
instructions from men. Women’s domestic responsibilities have hindered and 
challenged them due to the time required to become familiar with their mobile handsets 
(Chib & Chen 2011; Wanasundera 2012; Zainudeen & Galpaya 2015), which they 
could not spare.  
Past studies have explored the links between socio-demographic features such 
as education and mobile literacy levels of female mobile phone users (GSMA 
Connected Women and Altai Consulting (2015).  Less educated women often faced 
more difficulties when using complex features and in understanding handsets 
compared to highly educated women. Handapangoda and Kumara (2013) found a 
correlation between women’s age, education, family structure (nuclear or extended) 
and levels of mobile literacy. However, there was no significant difference between 
women who were legal owners of mobile phones and those who shared one owned by 
their husbands. Wanasundera (2012) found no correlation between women’s age, 
education or the type of business enterprise in which they were involved and mobile 
literacy, as the most successful user of the mobile phone in their study was 56 years 
old with comparatively less education than other participants. In almost all countries 
studied, both highly and less literate women were less confident and more afraid to 
take risks when learning about mobile phones by themselves, compared to their male 
counterparts (GSMA Connected Women & Altai Consulting 2015).  
Women are often helped by their children when using mobile phones (GSMA 
mWomen 2012; Jouhki 2013; Sylvester 2016; Tenhunen 2014a; Zainudeen & Galpaya 
2015). At the same time, as mothers, they worry that their tech-savvy children may 
overuse the mobile phone to play games, form illicit relationships, chat with friends, 
browse the Internet and access pornography, consequently missing out on time spent 
on their studies or become distanced from the real world (Jouhki 2013; Sylvester 2016; 
Vancea & Olivera 2013; Zainudeen & Galpaya 2015). Hence, mothers have imposed 
restrictions on their children’s use of the device (Jouhki 2013; Sylvester 2016; 
Zainudeen & Galpaya 2015) while seeking their children’s help when using mobile 
phones at the same time (Jouhki 2013, p. 52). According to Lim (2014), the use of 
mobile phones by children has added another responsibility for mothers, who must 
monitor their children’s use of the device to keep them out of perceived ‘trouble’.  
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3.1.1.4 Lack of mobile network coverage and electricity infrastructure  
Poor mobile phone network quality and coverage was the second most 
prominent barrier women faced in developing countries, which often resulted in 
dropped calls in both rural and urban areas (GSMA Connected Women & Altai 
Consulting 2015). This was more problematic for women than men because of 
women’s limited mobility, use of basic handsets and more restricted choice of SIM 
cards available.  
Rural Nigerian women faced difficulties due to top-up cards expiring in 15 
days and poor signal coverage that compelled them to pay the full cost of calls, even 
when interrupted or had poor voice quality. Women who could afford a mobile phone 
and had adequate mobile coverage often lived in semi-urban areas, making it difficult 
for rural women to use a borrowed mobile phone when needed (Comfort & Dada 
2009). Hence, it is argued that rural Nigerian women could not become empowered 
simply by owning a mobile phone, indicating that the mobile phone ‘is clearly not a 
panacea for all communication needs’ (2009, p. 54).  
The Kenyan rural women in Murphy and Priebe (2011) and some others 
participating in the GSMA Connected Women and Altai Consulting (2015) study had 
to walk for approximately 30 minutes to the nearest small town to charge their mobile 
phones as they did not have electricity in their villages. They found this inconvenient 
because of their children, farm work and the charging costs involved. The perceived 
unreliability of MNOs and/or agents, and fears of being deceived by them, was 
identified as the fourth most significant barrier faced by both genders- particularly in 
China, Colombia and Mexico (GSMA Connected Women & Altai Consulting 2015).  
These studies reveal the financial subordination of women and the gender 
power imbalances in conservative societies have been reinforced in females’ use of 
mobile phones in different forms, in addition to limiting their ownership of and access 
to a mobile phone and its functions (Archambault 2009; Doron 2012a; GSMA 
Connected Women & Altai Consulting 2015; Handapangoda & Kumara 2013; Jouhki 
2013; Souter et al. 2005; Tenhunen 2014b; Zainudeen & Galpaya 2015). The multiple 
identities of women, based on their class, ethnicity, caste, race, education, profession 
and age, have also shaped their access to the technology (Gurumurthy 2004, p. 5). The 
interrelated challenges women face in their mobile phone adoption support the claim 
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that ‘one can only hope that the empowerment that comes from the ability to talk to 
whoever she wants, when she wants, will result in greater autonomy for women in 
South Asia’ (Zainudeen, Iqbal & Samarajiva 2010, p. 561). 
3.2 Use of mobile phones by women 
The purposes for which communication technologies are used by women have 
attracted interest from the introductory period of early technologies, such as the 
telephone and the telegraph, because they were initially developed for elite men for 
business and military purposes (Fischer 1992; Marvin 1988). During the early stages, 
the telephone was perceived as ‘an instrument of control’ rather than ‘an instrument 
of sociability’ (Rakow & Navarro 1993, p. 146) and thus, the industry promoted the 
telephone to men, highlighting its business uses. It was sold to middle and upper 
middle class men, promoting their potential for their wives, secretaries and servants to 
be more productive (Rakow 1992).  
From the early stages, the use of the telephone by women for social 
conversations was regarded as gossip and underestimated (Hjorth 2008; Rakow & 
Navarro 1993). For instance, two telephone companies in Indiana and Oregon, USA, 
requested the Public Service Commission to impose a financial fee for each ‘non-
relevant’ call. Yet, many telephone subscribers who were present at the Commission’s 
hearing claimed they did not mind women’s lengthy telephone conversations (Rakow 
1988, p. 219). One reason for the Amish (who traditionally refuse to adopt technology) 
to ban telephones in their homes from around 1909 was that women would use it to 
gossip, disrupting social harmony (Umble 1992, p. 189). (They later installed public 
phones within the community for business purposes.) The ‘talkative women and their 
frivolous electrical conversations about inconsequential personal subjects’ were 
‘contrasted with the efficient, task-oriented, worldly talk of business and professional 
men’ (Marvin 1988, p. 23) and the only positions that women could hold in the 
electrical industry initially were as telephone and telegraph operators. From the men’s 
perspective, these positions were suitable for women because they involved talking 
(Marvin 1988, p. 28). 
Only in the late 1920s did AT&T (American Telephone & Telegraph) begin 
promoting the social uses of the telephone when women appropriated it for social uses 
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and at home (Fischer 1992; Ling 1998; Martin 1991; Marvin 1988; Moyal 1992; 
Rakow & Navarro 1993). However, its private and public uses were distinguished 
from one another. While women used it at home in the private sphere to talk, in the 
public sphere it was an instrument for men at higher hierarchical levels where women 
placed and received calls for them, being employed as receptionists, secretaries and 
clerks (Rakow & Navarro 1993).  
3.2.1 Social relationship maintenance 
Since the earliest days, women have used the telephone for social purposes 
such as to contact family members, relatives and friends. The ethnographic study of 
Rakow (1992) on the female use of telephones in a small community in the USA, for 
instance, found that women’s telephone conversations with family members, friends 
and community members ‘hold together the fabric of the community’ (Rakow 1992, 
p. 34) because they helped form and maintain relationships, organise community 
functions, and allow interlocutors to escape from their daily routines, boredom and 
loneliness. They used telephones for ‘gendered community work and for care-giving’ 
(Rakow 1992, p. 9). Adult women’s talk over the telephone, known as ‘visiting’ 
(replacing the actual physical act of visiting people in their homes), became acceptable 
in the community. When ‘visiting’ became prolonged, however, it became ‘gossip’ 
and was disparaged (Rakow 1992, p. 37). Men used the telephone less than women, 
and wanted their wives to make even the few calls they had to make for business 
purposes, when at home. Therefore, ‘the telephone is a site at which the meanings of 
gender are expressed and practised’ (Rakow 1992, p. 33) and women’s use of 
telephones is described as a form of talk that is both ‘gendered work and gender work’ 
(Rakow 1992, p. 58).  
Ann Moyal’s (1992) Australian study conducted with 200 women about their 
telephone use, found that it formed and maintained a ‘psychological neighbourhood’ 
(Moyal 1992, p. 59), as they used it for intrinsic purposes (to communicate with family 
members, relatives and friends or for voluntary work and counselling) more than for 
instrumental purposes (making appointments and arrangements, purchasing or 
information seeking). Their kin-keeping calls assisted their well-being, self-esteem 
and security (Moyal 1992, p. 55) and engaged in voluntary work using their 
telephones. Hence, ‘a pervasive, deeply rooted, dynamic feminine culture of the 
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telephone’ (Moyal 1992, p. 67) existed among female telephone users. However, in 
both (Moyal 1992; Rakow 1992), women were found to be reprimanded, teased or 
made fun of for their time spent on the telephone by their husbands or fathers. 
Similar to the (landline) telephone, the mobile phone was initially designed for 
‘young adult, white and affluent men’ or for ‘male yuppies’ (Young Urban 
Professionals) (Fortunati 2009, p. 25). Yet, women were again able to appropriate it 
once they started using it to attend to family responsibilities while being employed 
outside the home (Rakow & Navarro 1993). The study by Rakow and Navarro (1993), 
conducted in Chicago, USA, in 1991 with 19 upper middle and middle class women 
using the snowball sampling method, was an early study on women’s use of cellular 
phones. Even in this early study, it was found that men and women used it for different 
purposes, with for instance, using cellular phone to perform their ‘natural’ domestic 
duties, termed ‘remote mothering’ (1993, p. 145), a term becoming popular with the 
spread of mobile phones (Lim 2014), while ‘working parallel shifts’ (Rakow & 
Navarro 1993, p. 145) rather than ‘double shifts’ previously performed by working 
women. They were glad to have the mobile phone to balance their work and domestic 
responsibilities concurrently, with women continuing to perform their subordinate, 
expected gender roles.  
Lim (2014) argues that mobile technologies have assisted women in 
performing their domestic and professional work duties efficiently and effectively. 
Yet, mobile technologies have not actually eliminated or lessened women’s burdens, 
but rather added more. It was found for instance, that there is a high uptake of mobile 
phones by school students in Japan primarily to contact their mothers, because of the 
traditionally stronger communication between a mother and child (in a country in 
which fathers often work long hours) (Matsuda 2009, p. 67). Hence, mothers were 
compelled to have their mobile phones with them at all times, prepared to attend to the 
needs of their children or perform ‘remote mothering’ duties. Discussing Matsuda’s 
(2009) findings, Hjorth (2008, p. 85) points out that Japanese mothers’ roles as ‘good 
wives and wise mothers’ were reinforced with the introduction of mobile phones to 
their children because they allow mothers to remain ‘on call’ all the time.  
A study conducted by Wajcman, Bittman and Brown (2009, p. 9) on the impact 
of mobile phones on work/life balance or ‘home-to-job and job-to-home spill over’, 
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conducted with 1358 individuals in Australia, found that both men and women 
recognised the importance of keeping in touch with family and relatives despite 
physical distances. However, women made more calls for social purposes than men. 
Hence, it is concluded that, ‘rather than fragmenting time […] mobile phone practices 
are strengthening and deepening personal relationships; building durable social bonds’ 
(2009, p. 20).   
These feminist scholars investigating telephone and mobile phone use by 
women conclude that the differences between men and women in their use of the 
technology do not result from the technology itself, but from the different tasks 
assigned to them in their socio-economic and cultural environments. For example, 
since women are generally expected to maintain family bonds and social relationships, 
while attending to domestic activities such as childcare, they use telephones or mobile 
phones to carry out those assigned ‘natural’ tasks (Rakow 1992; Rakow & Navarro 
1993; Van Zoonen 1992). Rakow and Navarro (1993) add that,  
There is nothing inherent in the technology that requires women and men to 
use it differently. It is gender ideology, operating within a particular political 
and economic context that leads to women and men living different lives and 
using technology differently (Rakow & Navarro 1993, p. 155).  
More than two decades ago, Rakow and Navarro (1993, p. 145) predicted that 
the mobile phone was ‘likely to reproduce gender inequalities’. The current study 
examines how the situation has evolved and in what respects, in a specific culture and 
geographic location in Eastern Sri Lanka.  
The maintenance of family and kinship relationships has been the most sought 
out benefit from mobile phones by female mobile users in many developing countries, 
often having leapfrogged to mobile technology without first going through landline 
telephones. They also use it for emergencies and for personal safety and security 
(Bayes, Braun & Akhter 1999; Castells 2006; De Silva, Pulasinghe & Panditha 2012; 
GSMA Connected Women & Altai Consulting 2015; Hafkin, Huyer & Press 2006; 
Handapangoda & Kumara 2013; LIRNEasia 2012; Murphy & Priebe 2011; Schuler, 
Islam & Rottach 2010; Tacchi, Kitner & Crawford 2012; Wanasundera 2012; Wei & 
Lo 2006; Zainudeen & Galpaya 2015).  
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Men also value mobile phones for kin-keeping purposes, yet use them more 
for professional or instrumental purposes than women (Hafkin, Huyer & Press 2006; 
Lemish & Cohen 2005; Murphy & Priebe 2011; Sylvester 2016; Zainudeen 2012). 
However, no difference was found between men and women in their actual use of 
telephones in certain Asian countries (Zainudeen, Iqbal & Samarajiva 2010). In 
Thailand, for instance, men were found to spend more time than women maintaining 
social relationships using mobile phones than for instrumental purposes with no 
significant difference between men and women in India or Sri Lanka. In Pakistan and 
the Philippines however, women used the mobile phone for social relationship 
maintenance more often than men.  
Expanding and strengthening social networks among natal family members, 
relatives and friends have been some of the main contributions of mobile phones to 
women’s empowerment in developing countries. In Bangladesh, India, Kenya, 
Pakistan and Vietnam, where women leave their natal families after marriage to live 
with their in-laws, mobile phones allow women to receive emotional support and 
reassurance and ask for help when needed. In Kenya, women make more personal calls 
to their siblings than to their husbands (Doron 2012b; Handapangoda & Kumara 2013; 
Hoan, Chib & Mahalingham 2016; Jouhki 2013; LIRNEasia 2012; Murphy & Priebe 
2011; Tacchi, Kitner & Crawford 2012; Tenhunen 2014b).  
Married women commonly contact their mothers for advice (Moyal 1992; 
Rakow 1992), to the extent that Rakow (1992) found calls between mothers and 
daughters to be more frequent than any others. The women in Tacchi, Kitner and 
Crawford (2012) were attached to their mobile phones because they could talk to their 
married daughters almost daily. Hence, they kept their mobile phones tucked into their 
blouses under their saris, indicating their intimacy with the device and the comfort it 
could bring. Indian women appreciated that they could contact their natal families in 
secret from their in-laws, for example, by talking in a private location in which they 
could not be overheard (Doron 2012b; Tacchi, Kitner & Crawford 2012; Tenhunen 
2014b).  
Women in Sri Lanka and Myanmar used mobile phones to gather information 
about their children and husbands (Handapangoda & Kumara 2013; Zainudeen & 
Galpaya 2015). Women in Sri Lanka could communicate better with friends or make 
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new acquaintances (Handapangoda & Kumara 2013). Yet, women in India were less 
inclined to talk to their female friends (Tenhunen 2014b), probably due to most women 
participating in Tenhunen’s (2014b) study being unemployed with restricted 
movements outside their homes and neighbourhoods.  
Tenhunen (2014b) discusses that women seeking general news from other 
parties strengthen their kinship bonds and keep their communication channels open. 
Ease of communication facilitates later emotional or economic support as 
acknowledged by Bourdieu (2001) in terms of social capital- an important resource for 
women - as it brings them safety and assistance when needed (Handapangoda & 
Kumara 2013; Tacchi, Kitner & Crawford 2012).  
The mobile phone is considered a solution to information poverty, allowing. 
housebound women in the Global South to obtain timely, up-to-date and accurate 
information on health, electricity, water and security services, and information from 
administrative and political authorities (Aminuzzaman, Baldersheim & Jamil 2003; 
Goggin & Clark 2009; Handapangoda & Kumara 2013; Lee 2009). Mobile phones 
assist women to organise doctors’ visits (Sylvester 2016), obtain assistance when 
facing illnesses or deaths in the family (Asongu & De Moor 2015; Comfort & Dada 
2009) and contact others within their social networks when seeking suitable marriage 
partners and marriage negotiations for their children (Tenhunen 2008), reducing travel 
costs and leading to more efficient outcomes and actions.  
One study conducted on mobile phone use by women found that in addition to 
using mobile Internet for their online businesses, Vietnamese brides in Singapore used 
their Internet enabled mobile phones for their domestic responsibilities and to better 
perform their expected roles as wives and mothers (Hoan, Chib & Mahalingham 
2016). They browsed mobile Internet for cookery recipes and for health or beauty tips 
while carrying out domestic responsibilities. However, rather than arguing that 
existing gender inequalities were reinforced in the women’s use of mobile phones, the 
researchers conclude that it has improved women’s psychological well-being, self-
confidence and marital satisfaction while empowering them to enhance the capabilities 
needed to be proud, satisfied and respected as responsible wives and mothers. Even 
though the women did not gain full freedom of choice, they gained a form of restricted 
agency by achieving their desire of becoming a ‘superior traditional woman in the 
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domestic space’ (Hoan et al 2016, p. 8). The researchers further argue that women’s 
agency and empowerment do not necessarily mean women acquiring equal rights to 
men or gender equality in decision-making as discussed in Western feminism, because 
women have achieved what is valuable in their lives- to be idealised mothers and wives 
- by enhancing their capabilities.  
The mobile phone is identified as a source of entertainment for women. For 
example, Sri Lankan women who had been heavily dependent on electronic media 
(television, radio) may be able to interact with reality TV programs to cast their votes, 
thus engaging with electronic media more actively at low cost and escaping from 
everyday boredom, loneliness and isolation without leaving their homes. Some have 
enjoyed taking photos using their camera phones (Handapangoda & Kumara 2013).  
Hence, women in the Global South have expanded their social circles and 
support networks accessing information and entertainment sources using mobile 
phones. Thus, the mobile phone has become an actual and potential instrument of 
empowerment for women allowing them to expand their life choices (Handapangoda 
& Kumara 2013, p. 381).  
3.2.1.1 Barriers to social empowerment 
One of the main barriers to women’s use of mobile phones for social 
relationship maintenance is the cost of services. As Bourdieu (2001) states, since no 
market value can be assigned to women’s social capital gained or maintained via 
mobile phones, they are often scolded or ridiculed by men about their telephone or 
mobile phone. Another challenge is women’s deprivation of access to mobile 
technologies, resulting in isolation when unable to contact or receive emotional 
support from family members and friends - particularly if they live a significant 
distance from them (National Study Findings 2015). Wallis (2015) found that a young, 
rural Chinese woman had her smart phone broken by her husband who smashed it on 
the floor during an argument, preventing her from obtaining emotional support from 
friends as she could not access social media and could only buy a basic mobile handset 
as a replacement.  
Married women in India face difficulties in communicating even with their 
own parents or siblings, because their husbands and in-laws do not allow women to 
contact or visit their relatives, fearing their family secrets and private information may 
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be leaked to others by the women. Some women have not been allowed to visit their 
natal families as a repercussion of their frequent communication with relatives (Doron 
& Jeffrey 2013; Tacchi, Kitner & Crawford 2012). Tenhunen (2014b), however, did 
not find frequent phone calls a replacement to visits. 
In Handapangoda and Kumara (2013), 80% of the women studied did not 
contact religious leaders, such as Buddhist monks, over their mobile phones while 
more than half thought it inappropriate to invite relatives and friends for formal events 
or contact children’s school teachers over the mobile phone. They believed using their 
mobile phones for such activities was impersonal and too casual and feared the 
receiver would consider it disrespectful. This indicates how certain socio-cultural 
practices or norms in the community make mobile phone use inappropriate. Since 
Nigeria has a strong oral culture, demonstrated by the proverb ‘speech is in the face’, 
many women felt their relationships with extended family members had weakened via 
phone communication because they could only hear the other parties. This made them 
feel isolated and emotionally unsatisfied, weakening their mutual dependence essential 
for communal survival (Comfort & Dada 2009).  
Social maintenance is considered a traditional responsibility of women in 
developing countries (Aminuzzaman 2002; Momsen 2004; Moser 1993). In this 
respect, mobile phones have enhanced the effectiveness of women’s agency, assisting 
them to cope with their responsibilities, more than enhancing the transformative forms 
of agency, such as challenging and changing their traditional roles and responsibilities 
(Kabeer 2005).  
3.2.2 Safety and security 
The capacity of the mobile phone to facilitate communication in emergencies, 
thus providing higher levels of safety and security outside the home, was another 
significant reason for women to own a mobile phone (Bayes, Braun & Akhter 1999; 
GSMA 2010; GSMA Connected Women & Altai Consulting 2015; GSMA mWomen 
2012; Handapangoda & Kumara 2013; Jouhki 2013; LIRNEasia 2012; Macueve et al. 
2009; Murphy & Priebe 2011; Tenhunen 2014a). Even in an early study by Rakow 
and Navarro (1993, p. 152), women and their husbands thought women should have a 
cellular phone in their cars for their safety. This confirms women’s vulnerability and 
the traditional role of husbands as protectors (Rakow & Navarro 1993).  
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With a mobile phone, women can stay in touch when away from homes, giving 
a sense of security to all parties, allowing them to keep their families informed of 
missed buses, accidents, vehicle breakdowns, traffic jams or street demonstrations 
blocking roads (Tenhunen 2014a, p. 43) that cause delays to their returning home 
(Handapangoda & Kumara 2013; Tenhunen 2014a). As a result, young women could 
further their education, attend after-school tuition classes or be employed outside their 
homes (LIRNEasia 2012) allowing peace of mind to families and themselves. Indian 
women more easily receive permission to travel outside the home when they carried a 
mobile phone with them (Lee 2009).  
Women may feel a sense of protection from domestic abuse because they can 
immediately inform their parents or social networks about incidents. The privacy 
facilitated by the mobile phone being advantageous in such situations. The frequent 
communication between married women and their mothers has correlated with 
reduced domestic violence against women (Bayes, Braun & Akhter 1999, p. 40; Lee 
2009; Tacchi, Kitner & Crawford 2012). Further, mobile phones have significantly 
decreased the previous tolerance of wife beating and husbands’ control issues because 
of women’s ability to keep their husbands informed about their whereabouts and travel 
plans when they are away from home, which in the past, often led to marital conflicts. 
Hence, women may also visit their relatives living far away more frequently and 
without their husbands (Bayes, Braun & Akhter 1999; Kyomuhendo 2009; Lee 2009). 
However, according to the (National Study Findings 2015) on domestic 
violence in Australia, mobile phones have become the technology most frequently 
used to abuse, threaten, monitor and humiliate women. Text messaging, Facebook 
posts and GPS tracking using smart phone apps are used to these ends, often by current 
or former partners. Consequently, many women have experienced anxiety, feeling 
constantly monitored and under high surveillance, becoming reluctant to use mobile 
technology for fear of answering calls from private or unfamiliar numbers. The legal 
protection for technology-based abuses is not taken as seriously as physical violence 
due to lack of evidence to identify perpetrators, with some women been blamed for 
adopting the technology itself (National Study Findings 2015).   
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3.2.3 Mobile phones and economic empowerment of women 
The literature on mobile phones and women in developing countries has given 
special emphasis to women’s economic empowerment. The mobile phone has been 
identified for its capability to allow women to directly earn an income for themselves 
with new business ventures or to increase the profits of their existing ones.  
3.2.3.1 Mobile phones as payphones  
The capacity of the mobile phone to lead to a direct income for women was 
primarily identified through the Village Pay Phone (VPP) program in Bangladesh, 
introduced by the Grameen Bank (GB) in 1994 via the establishment of Grameen 
Telecom (GT) - a non-profit rural telecom company and Grameen Phone- a for-profit 
MNO in operation since 1997. Under this program, operators – most often women- as 
95% of GB members were women, receive a loan from the GB micro-credit program 
to purchase a mobile phone from GT, which she rents to others. These phone-owning 
households have typically been poorer than other villagers (Bayes, Braun & Akhter 
1999; Hultberg 2008; Knight-John 2008; Richardson, Ramirez & Haq 2000). By 2007, 
VPP were established in over 50,000 villages in 61 of 64 districts in Bangladesh with 
the total number of VPPs involved being 297,079 (Grameen Bank 2007 cited in 
Hultberg 2008, p. 3). Due to its success, this program was replicated in Cambodia, 
Haiti, Indonesia, the Philippines, Rwanda and Uganda (Agar 2013; Lee 2009). 
The program was widely praised as one of the most successful private sector 
projects for empowering rural women because it provides employment directly to 
women and indirectly facilitates other village women’s access to a phone 
(Aminuzzaman 2002; Bayes 2001; Richardson, Ramirez & Haq 2000). Female VPP 
operators earn more (about 24% to 40% of the household income) by lending the 
mobile phone for outgoing and incoming calls than from their agricultural activities. 
Subsequently, these women have been able to build and move from thatched to brick 
houses and buy household electronic equipment (Aminuzzaman 2002; Bayes, Braun 
& Akhter 1999).  
A later study, which explored the empowerment potential of rural women self-
employed in the mobile payphone business in Uganda, found that all eight female 
payphone operators interviewed and been poor before starting their businesses, 
enhanced their economic and living standards. They could make savings and 
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reinvestments – for example, to buy land, motorcycles or livestock and to open grocery 
shops. One could marry due to her financial success while another gained social 
respect as a financially stable woman (Kyomuhendo 2009). A rural woman in 
Mozambique and a FHH in Nigeria were able to pay their children’s school fees and 
household expenditures and supported their parents using the income earned by renting 
out their mobile phones (Comfort & Dada 2009; Macueve et al. 2009). Due to the 
financial contribution these women make to their families, their husbands stopped 
abusing them, while others left their abusive husbands once they started earning an 
income (Kyomuhendo 2009; Masika & Bailur 2015; Ullah & Hultberg 2009).  
The self-confidence and autonomy of female VPP operators in Bangladesh also 
improved because they were able to repay their credit to the GB and be engaged in a 
business that involved modern technology, different from their previous self-
employments such as selling eggs, milk or puffed rice (Bayes, Braun & Akhter 1999; 
Moni & Uddin 2004). Interestingly, female VPP operators allow other rural women to 
benefit from the mobile phone, as they attract significantly more female customers 
than male VPP operators (Richardson, Ramirez & Haq 2000). This is because 
interactions with male strangers are unacceptable for Islamic women in Bangladesh. 
In addition to economic empowerment, some female VPP operators often 
move higher on the social ladder in their communities and wealthier villagers who had 
previously offered them assistance may now visit their homes to use the mobile phone 
(Bayes, Braun & Akhter 1999; Hultberg 2008; Richardson, Ramirez & Haq 2000).  
VPP women could learn about markets, countries and other happenings outside 
their villages from conversations with their customers, including businessmen and 
others who lived abroad for work. The women in Kyomuhendo (2009) expanded their 
capabilities through interaction with clients and learnt to present themselves 
professionally. These changes brought them self-respect with expanded social capital, 
knowledge and capabilities (Kabeer 2005; Sen 1999).  
Sen (2000) claims that the capabilities of female VPP operators were improved 
in consequence to continuously providing them with the necessary opportunities. 
Hence, the program in Bangladesh and its identification of mobile phones as 
payphones can be considered significant milestones in the diffusion and adoption of 
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mobile phones in developing countries, at a time mobile phones were not ubiquitous, 
particularly among women.  
The mobile industry has created a large number of income-earning activities 
for poor people in developing countries working as intermediaries by offering mobile 
payment, mobile money, VAS, recording and camera functions, sharing and selling 
music, mobile repairs and mobile phone sales (Chipchase 2009; Ilahiane & Sherry 
2008; Lugo & Sampson 2008 cited in Comfort & Dada 2009; Duncombe 2014; 
Macueve et al. 2009). Most agents providing mobile money services in Uganda were 
women who needed money to educate their children and overcome subordination 
within their marriages. These agents also allowed other female mobile users to save 
money in their mobile money accounts without their husbands’ knowledge. However, 
the women in lower social strata could not become mobile money agents due to lack 
of funds to make the necessary initial investment (Davidsson & Anderson 2015; 
Komunte 2015).  
3.2.3.2 Mobile phones in income-earning activities of women  
In addition to its capability to facilitate a direct income, the mobile phone has 
been beneficial for livelihood activities, particularly for small businesses and micro-
entrepreneurs in developing countries. By systematically reviewing 14 past studies on 
mobile phone use by micro- and small entrepreneurs (MSEs), Donner and Escobari 
(2009) found that MSEs used mobile phones to improve their sales, marketing and 
procurement processes and obtain information.  
A major debate in the use of the mobile phone for income earning activities is 
whether it has increased profits for their businesses. The most cited studies on the 
increase of profits due to mobile phone use are Jensen (2007)’s and Abraham (2006)’s 
on the mobile phone use in the Indian fishing industry in Kerala and Aker (2008)’s on 
mobile phone use to reduce grain price dispersion in Niger markets. 
In a study on the cultural-ecological use of mobile phones in Kerala, India, 
Sreekumar (2011) found that sharing information using mobile phones reinforced 
cooperation and community-bonding in a marginalised fishing community who were 
treated as outcasts within the mainstream Kerala caste system. However, during the 
first few years of their adoption, mobile phone use by fishermen negatively impacted 
female fish vendors in Kerala who did not own or use a mobile phone. In the past, at 
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beach auctions, female fish vendors could buy the excess fish, they could sell door-to-
door at lower prices than at the market. When men started using mobile phones, even 
though there was no waste of the fish harvest, female fish vendors found themselves 
unemployed, as fishermen could now sell the fish elsewhere at a better price. However, 
the women had challenged their disadvantaged position by purchasing their own 
mobile phones, which enabled them to travel, contact family members and seek 
assistance when needed (Sreekumar 2011).  
There are several benefits mobile phones offer female entrepreneurs to increase 
their income regardless of demographics, socio-economic differences and income-
earning activities. Female fish mongers and fish processors in Dakar, Senegal; female 
micro-entrepreneurs in Uganda, India, Sri Lanka and other Asian countries; market 
women in Kampala and Uganda; rural farming women in Mozambique and Kenya; 
FHHs in South and East Asia; and women who ran errands in the countries studied in 
GSMA Connected Women and Altai Consulting (2015), were able to save and reduce 
their travel time and costs in seeking information; obtaining prices and orders; 
checking availability of goods; locating and contacting clients and suppliers; 
comparing and negotiating prices; obtaining better prices and markets; and enhancing 
skills, because of their mobile phone use (De Silva, Pulasinghe & Panditha 2012; 
Komunte 2015; LIRNEasia 2012; Macueve et al. 2009; Masika & Bailur 2015; 
Murphy & Priebe 2011; Svensson & Larsson 2015; Tacchi, Kitner & Crawford 2012; 
Traore & Sane 2009; Wanasundera 2012). 
Rural farming women in Mozambique, for instance, saved time by remaining 
in their workplaces rather than go home to make or receive calls from business contacts 
and family members in Mozambique or abroad (Macueve et al. 2009). With the time 
saved with mobile phones, market women in Uganda could engaged in more than one 
income-earning activity, as did a self-employed woman in India who even become a 
role model, local leader and advisor to other women (Svensson & Larsson 2015; 
Tacchi, Kitner & Crawford 2012). The savings made avoiding transportation costs 
enabled mobile users in Uganda to top-up their mobile accounts instead (Diga 2007).  
The use of mobile phones aided female micro-entrepreneurs to develop their 
credibility and trust among customers and suppliers by being accessible and available 
while expanding their customer base. Market women in Uganda used their mobile 
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phones to snowball their customer base by requesting current customers to pass on 
their mobile numbers to potential others (Svensson & Larsson 2015), a strategy 
favoured by other Ugandan female entrepreneurs too, to enhance their customer base 
(Komunte 2015). A mobile phone allowed an Indonesian female street food vendor to 
receive orders and provide take-aways and home-delivery, in addition to over-the 
counter services. Some women in Indonesia and Pakistan could visit their clients’ 
homes to provide salon services, in addition to home-based businesses and clients 
living far away could set appointments using the mobile phone (LIRNEasia 2012). A 
woman who played the rabana (tom-tom drum) at village festivals in Sri Lanka was 
able to expand her opportunities because people from other villages could contact her 
with offers of work and she could meet other tom-tom drum beaters using the mobile 
phone (Handapangoda & Kumara 2013).  
In Stark’s (2013) study of the poorest areas of Dar es Salaam, Tanzania, poor 
female slum dwellers used their mobile phones to expand their networks for 
transactional sex, which involves receiving money and gifts from men in exchange for 
sex and considered different from prostitution in the setting. Some Muslim women in 
rural Nigeria use their mobile phones to directly talk to male customers or business 
contacts without help from a third party or middleman, because it allows them to 
bypass face-to-face communication and thus maintain their Purdah status (Comfort & 
Dada 2009). Many women appear to have increased their income by so expanding 
their customer base.  
Some female micro-entrepreneurs, however, did not need to use their mobile 
phones to contact customers because they lived in the same neighbourhood or village. 
Suppliers came regularly and often to meet them or they could buy goods to resell 
from markets within walking distances from their homes (Masika & Bailur 2015; 
Wallis 2015). Hence, Donner and Escobari (2009) argue that it is impossible to 
conclude from the available literature, that mobile phones contribute to expanding 
existing customer and supplier bases.  
Women could skip or bargain with middlemen over the mobile phone to obtain 
better prices for their products, which could also increase their incomes or profits 
(Bayes, Braun & Akhter 1999; Komunte 2015; Potnis 2011b; Tacchi, Kitner & 
Crawford 2012; Wanasundera 2012). Female micro-entrepreneurs in Mumbai, India, 
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such as beauticians and tiffin-wallahs – who deliver cooked food to customers in 
‘tiffin’ containers - use their mobile phones to bypass salon and restaurant owners, 
who used to act as their middlemen for a fee to take orders (Babar, Shaw & Vicziany 
2008). Yet, Donner and Escobari (2009) found no evidence of rearrangement of a 
value system that enables skipping the middlemen altogether.  
Some women depended on their mobile phones to be contacted for temporary 
jobs or learn about employment and business opportunities (De Silva, Pulasinghe & 
Panditha 2012; GSMA Connected Women & Altai Consulting 2015; LIRNEasia 2012; 
Macueve et al. 2009; Wallis 2011). Some mobile phone users in Africa would forego 
purchasing food to buy credit for their mobile phones, which are essential to facilitate 
their income (Asongu 2015; Diga 2007). The use of mobile phones had also facilitated 
saving circles of market women in Uganda, where women organise themselves to 
collect and save money in groups (Svensson & Larsson 2015). This is commonly 
practised amongst women of all ethnicities in Sri Lanka as well and is known as seettu.  
The mobile phone can play many positive roles in enhancing women’s income-
earning activities. Many female entrepreneurs in Mumbai, however, believed that their 
businesses would survive, but not necessarily grow, due to mobile phone use in 
business matters (Chew, Ilavarasan & Levy 2010). Both male and female-headed 
households in De Silva, Pulasinghe and Panditha (2012) held a lower opinion about 
using mobile phones to make money and access finance, even though they agreed it 
could improve their efficiency in their general day-to-day work. Income generation 
and cost saving were not the main uses of mobile phones for mobile users at the BOP 
(Samarajiva 2011). It is difficult to find sufficient evidence to prove the link between 
the impacts of the mobile phone on economic growth, particularly at the micro level, 
from the available literature because, for instance, there is hardly any evidence on the 
contribution of saved travel time on increased income (De Silva, Zainudeen & 
Ratnadiwakara 2008; Souter et al. 2005). Hence, mobile phones may enhance income 
only in certain industries, such as fisheries and agriculture, where workers could set 
and decide on pricing or look for demand at various markets (Aker 2008; Jensen 2007). 
Donner and Escobari (2009) recommend further studies to investigate this area, 
because there is no evidence that all types of Small and Medium Enterprises (SMEs) 
have equally benefitted from mobile phone adoption.  
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Studies based on programs designed to enhance mobile phone use in certain 
employment areas for women have found positive outcomes for women’s income-
earning activities. In 2011, the Center for Women’s Research (CENWOR) – a non-
profit organisation for female empowerment - in collaboration with Dialog, conducted 
a training program on the use of mobile phones and the Dialog Tradenet, a trilingual 
Internet-based platform to sell and buy products run by Dialog Axiata, for income-
earning activities and personal empowerment. The study involved 30 rural female 
micro-entrepreneurs in Kalutara district, Western Sri Lanka. Using action research, a 
baseline survey was conducted for a needs assessment and to establish participants’ 
mobile literacy levels. They were then trained in the mobile functions needed to 
conduct their businesses. Finally, an assessment of interventions was conducted using 
semi-structured interviews, diary analysis and participant observations (Wanasundera 
2012).  
Following the training, female entrepreneurs’ mobile expenditures on 
business-related matters increased, with three of six non-owners of mobile phones 
buying their own mobile phones for business purposes during the training programs 
and four women deciding to buy more advanced mobile phones to access the Internet. 
The women also started carrying their mobile phones with them, whereas prior to the 
training they had kept their mobile phones switched off when not in use. Overall, they 
had become motivated to improve their technological knowledge, and two participants 
hired more employees due to increased business (Wanasundera 2012).  
The women were also trained in business activities such as basic book keeping, 
stock record maintenance, time management and issues of health and hygiene to help 
them present themselves positively to customers, to achieve optimal benefits from 
their mobile phones. Since the intervention, several participants had registered and 
formalised their businesses, with some deciding to advertise their mobile numbers on 
notice boards and handbills. Hence, the women became more empowered with greater 
self-confidence and self-worth, which motivated them to improve their businesses 
rather than earning a mere income for survival. The study also emphasised the 
importance of using a ‘needs-based approach’, instead of a ‘device first’ one. 
However, the continuation and follow-up of these programs are critically important to 
avoid participants losing their skills or returning to their previous practices due to time 
constraints imposed by their domestic responsibilities (Wanasundera 2012).  
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A study by Chib and Chen (2011) was based on a project implemented to use 
mobile communication to support midwives in the Aceh province, Indonesia. The 
project sought to better serve local communities by linking them with colleagues, 
coordinators and doctors located far away or in higher professional positions, using 
mobile phones to acquire information when needed. Mobile phone use increased the 
participants’ confidence because they could make decisions after obtaining 
information which they could not previously access, such as in difficult child deliveries 
or pregnancy cases. Their ability to contact doctors enhanced the midwives’ position 
in the local community. Patients were ready to accept information provided by the 
midwives that was given by a doctor, as a local patient or family could not contact a 
doctor directly over the mobile phone.  
3.2.3.3 The use of mobile phones for social purposes and business purposes 
Another common theme discussed in the literature is the use of mobile phones 
by women in developing countries for social relationship maintenance and business-
related activities. Chew, Ilavarasan and Levy (2013) found the use or non-use of 
mobile phones for business purposes as strong and statistically significant predictors 
of business growth. Yet, in several studies, the use of mobile phones for business 
purposes by women was found to be considerably less than its use to contact family 
members, relatives and friends (Chew, Ilavarasan & Levy 2010, 2013; Chew, 
Ilavarasan & Levy 2015b; LIRNEasia 2012; Tacchi, Kitner & Crawford 2012).  
Chew et al (2015b; 2013) found that the mere access to and use of technology 
are not adequate for poverty alleviation, because business growth significantly 
depends on the micro-entrepreneur’s desire to develop her business or the 
entrepreneurial expectations and greater use of the mobile phone for business 
activities. While these suggestions would be useful to encourage female micro-
entrepreneurs to use mobile phones more in their businesses, attention must be paid to 
the factors that prevent them from using mobile phones and determine their 
entrepreneurial expectations.  
For instance, some women see the use of mobile phones in their businesses as 
irrelevant (Masika & Bailur 2015; Wallis 2015). Young immigrant girls working for 
an employer in Beijing, China, did not any have opportunities to enhance their income 
using mobile phones. They also preferred contacting friends or relatives, rather than 
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strangers, when seeking employment due to fears of danger (Wallis 2011). This 
indicates the difficulties women face when expanding their social networks for 
professional advancement. Often, the mere access to mobile technology is insufficient 
for women to incorporate it into their businesses effectively without guidance on how 
they can be effectively incorporated into their businesses. For example, in addition to 
providing training on the incorporation of mobile phones into their businesses, 
Wanasundera (2012) noted the importance of also providing training on issues relevant 
to the women’s businesses.  
Meanwhile, De Silva, Pulasinghe and Panditha (2012) found that male heads 
of households used mobile phones to build wider and stronger networks outside their 
homes more often than women. FHHs have also not realised the value of the mobile 
phone for income-earning activities to the extent of their male counterparts. Thus, 
there is a ‘self-induced gender bias’ (De Silva, Pulasinghe & Panditha 2012, p. 21) in 
using mobile phones to enhance economic standards of households. However, this 
could be due to men’s roles as breadwinners, their greater mobility or higher levels of 
private mobile phone use (Murphy & Priebe 2011; Tenhunen 2008). Hence, when their 
social networks become wider, their call frequencies also increase (Zainudeen 2012).  
In her findings in Ghana, Sey (2011) found it difficult to categorise mobile use 
into business purposes and social relationship maintenance. Instead, she argued that 
the mobile phone is used to make connections for various reasons- from business to 
family - all of which result in assistance for women when required. Similarly, 
Zainudeen, Iqbal and Samarajiva (2010) argued that differences between the purposes 
of calls should not be measured by the number of calls, because the value of each call 
could be different. They further highlight that relationship maintenance and 
instrumental activities are closely interrelated, even in advanced economies. Hence, 
they conclude that in emerging economies, ‘where the gift economy coexists with the 
cash economy and role differentiation is less advanced’ (Zainudeen, Iqbal & 
Samarajiva 2010, p. 562), ‘there is nothing wrong with relationship maintenance even 
in the context of business transactions’ (2010, p. 562). Spence (2010, p. 71) too claims 
that it is ‘myopic’ to criticise social use of mobile phones because family and social 
relationships highly contribute to well-being and thus to human development.  
1 0 3  
 
 
3.2.4 Mobility and migration for women 
The mobile phone has allowed women particularly in traditional societies to 
leave their homes to be engaged in income earning activities or be in the public sphere. 
Bangladeshi women, for instance, who are not allowed to travel outside after dusk or 
without a male escort due to religious and cultural norms, could leave their homes and 
engage in an income-earning activities due to their mobile phone use (Bayes 2001, p. 
269; Kyomuhendo 2009; Tacchi, Kitner & Crawford 2012). Female users of the VPP 
service, particularly wives whose husband were abroad for work, for instance, could 
leave their homes to use payphones when they needed to make a call (Bayes, Braun & 
Akhter 1999). Mobile phone use by many Islamic female fish mongers and processors 
has improved their restricted movements (Traore & Sane 2009) and the husbands of 
market women in Kampala, Uganda, have allowed their wives to leave their homes 
because of their use of the mobile phone (Svensson & Larsson 2015). 
Nowadays, even physically challenged women and mothers with young 
children can work outside the home if they own a mobile phone, as the device enables 
communication at any time (Tacchi, Kitner & Crawford 2012). Female owners of 
small and medium enterprises in Mumbai, India, can be physically mobile, attending 
to other matters but still receiving essential business calls with their mobile phones 
(Chew, Ilavarasan & Levy 2010). Hence, women have become more self-confident 
and independent (LIRNEasia 2012), gaining transformative, active agency due to 
changes to their traditional family and social positions in patriarchal societies.  
3.2.4.1 Migration, women and mobile phones  
Since mobile phones can facilitate connectedness, bridge time and location, 
geographic distances and social spaces have been greatly reduced for communication 
purposes (Donner & Escobari 2009; Horst & Miller 2006; Ling 2004). This along with 
globalisation has greatly increased temporary migration of women for employment 
while remotely managing their mothering duties and financially supporting families 
back home with the help of mobile communication (Garcia 2011; Lim 2014; 
LIRNEasia 2012; Madianou 2014; Madianou & Miller 2011, 2012; Masika & Bailur 
2015; Svensson & Larsson 2015; Tacchi, Kitner & Crawford 2012; Vancea & Olivera 
2013; Wallis 2011). (see also Hondagneu-Sotelo & Avila 1997; Vertovec 2004; Uy-
Tioco 2007). Nonetheless, Hjorth (2008, pp. 21-2) states that mobile phones lead to 
both empowerment and exploitation of women because their use indirectly promotes 
1 0 4  
 
 
and increases social and reproductive labour. Studies on the migration of women and 
their mobile phone use are relevant to Sri Lanka and the research site where large 
numbers of less educated women work in domestic roles in the Middle East and 
elsewhere to support their families back home.  
The mobile phone is also useful for wives whose husbands are employed 
outside their hometowns because it allows them to receive information immediately 
from their husbands, who use informal methods to send money home (Aminuzzaman 
2002; Richardson, Ramirez & Haq 2000). These women may also communicate with 
their husbands in private about financial matters whereas previously they needed to 
seek help from outsiders to write letters as most were illiterate. Many husbands who 
work abroad or away from home have provided mobile phones to their wives (GSMA 
2010).  
Women in Jamaica whose husbands work abroad can now easily contact them, 
unlike in the past when they had to depend on letters, payphone boxes or the landline 
telephones of wealthier families. Mobile phones have also made remittance inflows 
reliable, facilitating micro-coordination within families. Frequent mobile 
communication between couples has eased the potential for suspicion and 
strengthened romantic relationships, while families back home learn about the hard 
realities of living abroad (Horst 2006, p. 149).  
In addition to their husbands, rural farming women in Mozambique contact 
their relatives in South Africa, asking them to send food when unable to feed their 
families (Macueve et al. 2009). In the Philippines, efficient mobile remittance services 
are widely popular due to the large number of Filipinos working overseas (Lim & 
Goggin 2014, p. 664). Sri Lanka and the Philippines had the greatest number of 
international calls made (in mid-2006), as they have large numbers of people working 
abroad. In Sri Lanka, for instance, 71% of women have made or received international 
calls (Zainudeen, Iqbal & Samarajiva 2010).  
The above findings have implications for the present study because, in the 
research setting, many Sinhalese, Tamil and Muslim men have migrated overseas 
during and after the civil conflict period, leaving their wives to be the heads of 
households and manage the earnings the husbands remit home. Hence, regular 
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communication between wives and husbands has become vital in financial and other 
household decision-making.  
3.2.4.2 Women, micro finance institutions and mobile phones 
Women’s organisations that provide micro finance services and study how 
their female members have incorporated mobile phones to these institutions’ related 
activities have grabbed the attention of scholars. As estimated by the Consultative 
Group to Assist the Poor (CGAP) and Women’s World Banking (WWB), more than 
80% of the clients of microfinance institutions worldwide are women (De Silva, 
Pulasinghe & Panditha 2012). Because of the mobile phone, self-employed women in 
India, female fish mongers in Senegal, female street vendors in Uganda and women in 
Mozambique, for instance, have been able to become members of women’s 
organisations; communicate with other members and officials; come out of their 
homes; start an income-earning activity; and participate in training, while managing 
their duties as mothers and wives helped by mobile communication (Macueve et al. 
2009; Masika & Bailur 2015; Murphy & Priebe 2011; Tacchi, Kitner & Crawford 
2012; Traore & Sane 2009). 
Tacchi, Kitner and Crawford (2012) examined gendered tensions, concepts of 
ownership and usage of mobile phones, among the members of two women’s welfare 
organisations – the Deccan Development Society (DDS) and Self Employed Women’s 
Association (SEWA) in India. SEWA launched a loan program for women to purchase 
mobile phones to improve their technological use. The authors found that some women 
who obtained this loan had benefitted because they could easily contact their clients. 
The mobile phone allowed SEWA leaders to expand their networks and unite because 
of coordination between local members and head offices, as also found by Abraham 
(2009) in Zambia and Murphy and Priebe (2011) in rural Kenya. SEWA, with more 
than one million female members working in the informal agricultural sector, sends 
SMSs on prices of products. About 20,000 women have subscribed to this service to 
obtain better prices for their products and make decisions and plans with regards to 
harvesting and crops to be cultivated (United Nations Development Programme 2012).  
As members of women’s organisations, women foster solidarity, recognition, 
respect and identity due to their transformed social, cultural, spatial and political 
avenues, economic contributions made to their families and access gained into savings 
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and loan schemes. For example, such women find themselves referred to by their own 
names, instead of simply as their husbands’ wives. Hence, mobile phones have 
apparently become agents of diverse cultural and social changes, transforming 
women’s lives (Tacchi, Kitner & Crawford 2012).  
Similarly, Abraham (2009), examining the role of mobile phones in 
communication for advocacy and change in women’s groups in Lusaka, Zambia, found 
that women’s groups regularly communicated with their members and sent advocacy-
related messages to mobilise them. Individual members could form networks with 
other individuals facing similar issues, enabling them to obtain assistance to develop 
their social capital- a prerequisite to exerting positive influences on policy and 
advocacy. Therefore, organised women’s group networks have formed ‘virtual 
communities’ (2009, p. 98).  
3.2.5 Gender relations, mobile phones and income-earning activities 
The mobile phone has brought economic empowerment as well as social and 
spatial empowerment for women in developing countries by expanding their 
capabilities and transforming their agency as respected, self-reliant and self-confident 
individuals. Yet, it is important to examine whether the economic and social 
empowerment achieved is sustainable in the long term and how existing unequal 
gender relations in patriarchal societies are reinforced in women’s use of mobile 
phones. For example, can the mobile phone replace the safety and security a husband 
or male relative provides to a woman in a patriarchal society? and can it provide the 
honour and respect a woman gains through a stable marriage within their community?  
 In the VPP program in Bangladesh, many husbands or sons of women initially 
chosen as VPP operators later replaced the women due to the seclusion placed on 
women by Purdah culture. Women’s husbands, in turn, restrict their movements 
outside the home after dusk, and disallow them from speaking to male strangers or 
inviting outside males into the home. As failure to wear the Purdah or engagement in 
socially unacceptable behaviours by women are frowned upon and negatively affect 
their families’ reputations, some decided not to become VPP operators despite the 
financial independence the position would provide. Consequently, only two women of 
the 16 studied had actually run the VPP business themselves (Ullah & Hultberg 2009). 
Some operated it without leaving their homes by sending their children out to inform 
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villagers to come to the phone when someone was calling them. High domestic work 
demands, lack of education and negative attitudes of men and women were other 
reasons preventing female VPP operators from continuing their businesses 
(Aminuzzaman 2002; Bayes 2001; Richardson, Ramirez & Haq 2000; Ullah & 
Hultberg 2009).  
Due to transformations taking place in traditional power relations in their 
villages, some female VPP operators were envied by local traditional elites. Further, 
with the significant increase in mobile phone adoption in the country, VPP operators 
were less able to attract new customers than before, consequently reducing their 
income. Some women quarrelled with their husbands or sons about repaying the credit 
obtained from the GB due to losses resulting from the VPP business. The GB itself 
was criticised for its patriarchal institutional structure, as the majority of its officers 
and field staff were men (Moni & Uddin 2004).  
The above findings on VPP programs in Bangladesh emphasise the effects of 
socio-cultural norms, hierarchical power structures and gender relations in patriarchal 
societies on the implementation and continuation of development programs targeted 
at women, and the importance of considering the viability and sustainability of 
women’s empowerment in the long term, to be achieved through transformative, active 
agency (Kabeer 2005).  
Some female payphone operators in Uganda did not believe their social status 
or power within the family had improved despite their enhanced economic well-being 
and living standards, due to their community’s perception that a woman gained her 
social respect only through a stable marriage and female payphone operators were 
prostitutes, leading to the degradation of women standing on roadsides to conduct 
payphone businesses (Kyomuhendo 2009).  
The men, meanwhile, felt threatened in their traditional roles as heads of 
households when women earned more than them and could make family decisions, 
leading to family tensions, separations and even divorces (Kyomuhendo 2009; Traore 
& Sane 2009). Another consequence of women’s earning and family responsibilities 
was that their husbands became irresponsible, lazy and less liable to their families’ 
upkeep, contravening expectations of their traditional role as fathers and husbands 
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(Masika & Bailur 2015; Svensson & Larsson 2015). For some women, their financial 
contributions to the family did not necessarily improve their subordinate status or 
decision-making capacity. A female payphone operator in Uganda, for example, was 
not allowed by her husband to buy a mobile phone for herself (Kyomuhendo 2009). 
Only 36% of female VPP operators could decide where and how they could spend the 
income generated by renting their mobile phones (Bayes 2001). Despite their financial 
autonomy and success, about 60% of market women in Uganda admitted to being 
unable to change their current situation within their family or society (Svensson & 
Larsson 2015). In rural Uganda, female micro-entrepreneurs who owned their own 
mobile phones did not have the freedom to spend their profits as they wished (Diga 
2007).  
Nonetheless, women try to maintain their marriages for social status and 
respect (Svensson & Larsson 2015). A female payphone operator in Uganda, whose 
husband deserted her due to marital tensions caused by her payphone business, 
believed that ‘empowerment starts with having a husband’ (Kyomuhendo 2009, p. 
157). Hence, the money she earned became worthless as her marriage broke down 
resulting in her loss of social respect. A financially successful but unmarried female 
street vendor in Uganda thought she needed a husband if her life was to be meaningful 
(Masika & Bailur 2015). Thus, for these women, empowerment meant social respect 
gained from a stable marriage, not necessarily economic independence or autonomy 
gained from running a business.  
However, some female payphone operators in Uganda found that their marital 
break-ups enabled them to spend more time and energy on their businesses because of 
reduced domestic obligations. They were not worried about loss of social status or 
respect as they valued their financial independence more (Kyomuhendo 2009). Some 
used their mobile phones to demonstrate their opposition to certain patriarchal 
practices and limited power in relationships. For example, one respondent did not 
answer calls from her husband as revenge because he had physically abused her the 
day before (Svensson & Larsson 2015). The mobile phone was also used to gauge the 
worth of a man, which determines male dominance or female submissiveness in 
Uganda. For example, one woman claimed not to kneel down in front of the men she 
met, a common practice signalling respect among Ugandans, if they owned mobile 
phones of similar value to hers (Masika & Bailur 2015). Hence, empowerment appears 
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to have no fixed definition, but rather changes according to the context (Kyomuhendo 
2009; Macueve et al. 2009).  
Market women in Uganda found it difficult to use their mobile phones in front 
of their husbands or partners because whenever they received calls from clients or 
suppliers late in the evenings or if they moved away from their husbands’ presence to 
answer a call due to a poor signal quality, their husbands suspected them of having 
extra-marital affairs. Thus, some asked their clients and suppliers not to call after 8.00 
pm. An unmarried Pakistani beautician meanwhile, had to explain why she needed a 
mobile phone for her employment to her younger brother, although she was the bread 
winner of the family (LIRNEasia 2012).  
Even though women and girls among poor slum dwellers in Tanzania could 
expand their networks with their mobile phone use, but suspicions and distrust within 
relationships increased, along with higher rates of separation and desertion. With the 
help of mobile phones, many teenagers and minors had managed to conceal their 
romantic relationships from adults and care givers (Stark 2013).  
Midwives in Indonesia thought their husbands and sons should have priority 
over the use of a mobile phone even though the women’s patients found it difficult to 
contact them when their husbands and sons took the mobile phone with them when 
leaving home. These women limited their mobile phone use to professional purposes, 
letting others to use their phones for free and keeping them hidden in the presence of 
patients so as not to appear ‘arrogant’ (Chib & Chen 2011, p. 493). Midwives’ ability 
to contact doctors using mobile phones was a change in power relations, but only at a 
superficial level because of the unenthusiastic and inadequate responses of doctors, 
resulting in midwives preferring to contact their peers for information. Hence, the 
introduction of mobile phones for professional purposes did not necessarily empower 
midwives because they could not overcome their pre-existing subordination to their 
male family members or doctors in their patriarchal society (Chib & Chen 2011).  
Having a mobile phone became a disadvantage for some young girls when it 
was used by employers to harass and monitor them, reinforcing existing gender power 
imbalances with ‘new modes of exploitation and control’ (Wallis 2011, p. 481). Hence, 
mobile phones come ‘without guarantees’ (Wallis 2011, p. 483) because their usage is 
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based on existing socio-cultural factors in society and often reinforced traditional and 
unequal power relations intersecting gender, age, class and geography.  
Training programs on mobile phone use are hindered by women’s domestic 
responsibilities and internalised patriarchal attitudes (Chib & Chen 2011; 
Wanasundera 2012). In Wanasundera (2012), individual training was provided only 
for some women because it was difficult to gather all female entrepreneurs at one time. 
The research team had to convince the Buddhist monk at the village temple- the 
informal leader in the community - of the benefits of the program for women in 
response to his and the villagers’ mistrust of NGOs in general. A rumour had spread 
that the researchers were from the Inland Revenue Department of Sri Lanka, because 
participants were asked about their income and expenditure levels. Fears emerged that 
involvement would lead to the government welfare benefit for the needy- Samurdhi- 
being cut off. These challenges represent the importance of understanding socio-
cultural norms and gender power relations in each community when implementing 
ICT programs for women in developing countries.  
Even though women’s organisations could send information to their members’ 
mobile phones as text messages in Zambia, those unable to afford mobile credit were 
left behind when they could not call back for further information, ask for help when 
needed or contribute to ongoing conversations on relevant matters. They simply 
became receivers of information sent by the financially well-off women, thus 
becoming the ‘lower classes’ (Abraham 2009, p. 99) in the ‘virtual class system’ 
(2009, p. 100). Hence, the mobile phone presents itself as a culturally revolutionizing 
tool, but in reality, brings to the fore long-standing but unresolved injustices (Abraham 
2009, p. 103). 
The more affluent in rural Kenya reaped more advantages from their mobile 
phones than poor women, who faced difficulties when charging batteries, buying credit 
or repairing mobile phones (Murphy & Priebe 2011). These findings suggest that the 
poor lose opportunities for social inclusion and participation in the virtual community 
as well as in their own social communities due to poverty (Sen 1999). 
In Jamaica, husbands or boyfriends still maintain their power over their female 
partners by stopping remittances if they become suspicious or hear a male voice in the 
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background when they call the women. Frequent mobile communication has increased 
the high surveillance of women by their husbands and partners, reinforcing their 
subordinate position (Horst 2006).  
The above findings indicate that, even though the mobile phone has aided 
women to gain economic empowerment, in many instances it has amplified existing 
gender power relations (Donner 2008; Tacchi, Kitner & Crawford 2012, p. 534; 
Tenhunen 2013; Wallis 2011; Wallis 2015). Women have tried not to challenge 
existing social norms and subordination and have not ventured beyond their limits nor 
expanded their choices due to fears of formidable personal costs such as marriage 
break-ups. Hence, women have achieved limited agency but not transformative agency 
(Kabeer 2005, p. 14). Thus, women have achieved empowerment depending on their 
particular situations, influenced by the social demands of their patriarchal societies and 
technical issues such as network coverage (Svensson & Larsson 2015). Hence, in 
parallel to their economic independence, women’s gender equality within the home 
and society should also be enhanced if their agency is to be improved.  
Another common argument made in the literature is that the mobile phone is 
not a panacea or a ‘one-size-fits-all’ technology (Tacchi, Kitner & Crawford 2012, p. 
534) to achieve gender equality or eliminate female poverty caused by various factors. 
These include having to bear the expenses of their households, lack of capital, 
competition within the market, and reinforcement of gender power relations in the 
community (Archambault 2009; Horst et al. 2005; Svensson & Larsson 2015; Tawah 
2013). Sey (2011) adds that the mobile phone cannot alleviate poverty, unless 
effectively used as a payphone (to earn an income by charging others to use it). This 
means a higher penetration of mobile phones cannot achieve development targets 
without a parallel improvement in factors such as livelihood assets and strategies, and 
transformation of institutions and structures.  
3.2.6 Political empowerment 
Action research by Kottegoda et al. (2012) explored the use of SMS-based 
news created and disseminated by a group of women in Batticaloa, Sri Lanka, which 
enhanced women’s participation as active citizens. This Tamil language news service, 
Minmini Seithihal (Just in news), was initially tested for three months with a closed 
group of women in 2010. A review discussion and a three-day workshop on planning 
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and producing news, ethical codes and the use of audio visual media for news 
preparation, were held for general audiences prior to its opening.  
The program primarily focused on news about marginalised women engaged 
in informal income-earning activities, such as lagoon fishing, and information relevant 
to them. It addressed the challenges faced by women working abroad as housemaids 
and provided information on how to locate and contact them if communication ceased. 
Women’s organisations in the area had received four such requests by then. During 
heavy floods in Batticaloa, the news service sent information particularly relevant to 
women engaged in small scale livelihoods (Kottegoda et al. 2012).  
Sometimes, the editorial board of Minmini Seithihal actively lobbied on certain 
issues. For example, the team conducted follow-up interviews with government 
officials on a livelihood program that was to be initiated for women using Indian 
government funding, and influenced macro level decisions during the flood disaster 
using information they received from vulnerable women. The female receivers found 
the news trustworthy and convenient, even on confidential matters, sending 
information to the editorial board or approaching them for relevant news about their 
areas not covered by mainstream media. They preferred to receive and send news via 
SMS because as it could be done anywhere, at any time, and the messages could be 
saved for future reference. Minmini Seithihal staff were interviewed by FrontlineSMS 
in 2011 as part of their consultation process for the design of their user interface and 
functional process of its new version (Kottegoda et al. 2012).  
The Minmini Seithihal news service and its involvement with mobile phones 
were exemplary in enabling marginalised women to access relevant information. 
Hence, women became empowered and active in their citizenship roles. However, the 
study did not discuss the challenges faced in the implementation and maintenance of 
the news service through SMS, such as any difficulties faced by receivers in 
understanding content sent using the Roman alphabet.  
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3.3 Use of more-than-voice services for livelihood activities 
The literature indicates that more-than-voice services, which are ‘services and 
applications accessible through mobile phones beyond voice calls and peer-to-peer 
SMS’ (Zainudeen & Ratnadiwakara 2011, p. 46), are becoming popular in developing 
countries. Gitau, Marsden and Donner (2010) cite M4D (Mobile for Development) as 
coming in three waves: the first focused on the use of voice services for development, 
the second on text messages, and the recently initiated third wave looking at mobile 
Internet use for development. 
3.3.1 Mobile Internet 
Gender disparity in mobile Internet use between men and women in developing 
countries is noted in several studies. Zainudeen, Iqbal and Samarajiva (2010), in a 
study conducted in 2006, found mobile Internet use low in all countries studied. The 
Philippines and Thailand recorded the highest number of users and lowest was in India. 
The large-scale study conducted in 11 developing countries by GSMA Connected 
Women and Altai Consulting (2015) found fewer women than men using mobile 
Internet, including social media. For example, of the 111 million Facebook users in 
India, 84 million were men while only 27 million were women. However, in Egypt, 
women owned Internet-enabled phones and used Facebook and Twitter more than 
men. In China and Jordan, women and men used WeChat and Twitter equally. The 
gap in mobile Internet use was greater between women in rich and poor households 
than the gap between men and women in poor households (GSMA Connected Women 
& Altai Consulting 2015), indicating the role of socio-economic factors in determining 
women’s mobile Internet use. The use of mobile Internet was slightly higher among 
women (59%) than men (52%) in Myanmar while the most popular services used were 
social media (Facebook) and calling and chat apps (Viber) (Zainudeen & Galpaya 
2015). Further research is needed to examine these disparities. 
A survey by Qualcomm Wireless ReachTM, Vital Wave and GSMA (2014) on 
the use of mobile broadband by working women in Brazil, China, India, Indonesia, 
and Nigeria, using a sample of 1000 working women who owned a feature phone or 
smart phone, found that the participants used e-mail, text applications and social 
networking apps through mobile Internet to maintain their social connections and 
conduct employment-related activities. While the majority had bought smart phones 
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to connect with family members and friends, they soon discovered their use for 
income-earning activities. Subsequently, 77% of smart phone users preferred to not 
return to using mobile phones without Internet connectivity. Most bought their mobile 
handsets themselves (70%), paid for their mobile services (88%), and did not identify 
mobile charges as a barrier. This reflects the higher financial autonomy of working 
women. However, as recently as 2014, 800 million of the approximately 950 million 
working women in developing countries were not connected to mobile broadband 
services (Qualcomm Wireless ReachTM, Vital Wave & GSMA 2014)- an issue which 
needs to be examined and addressed. 
Hoan, Chib and Mahalingham’s (2016) qualitative study focused on the agency 
and empowerment achieved by Vietnamese brides in Singapore through their use of 
mobile phones with mobile Internet. Despite their marginalised social status, 25 of the 
26 participants interviewed owned smart phones, potentially due to living in a 
technologically advanced country. They extensively used their mobile Internet for 
business, using online sites, chat apps and Facebook pages in addition to maintaining 
connections with clients and learning job skills to promote their goods and services. 
They were thus able to become active in their decision-making roles and conduct 
businesses from home, while attending to domestic chores. This enhanced their 
capabilities, self-confidence, respect and power in domestic and public spheres.  
The Vietnamese brides in Singapore had also tried to independently learn 
English and Chinese- the local languages - using mobile dictionary-based programs, 
Google Translate and language learning sites, and sending messages to their friends 
asking for the meanings of specific English or Chinese words through WeChat and 
Facebook Messenger. These enabled them to develop their independence and 
autonomy while living in Singapore. Using mobile Internet, they were also able to 
obtain legal information on cross-national marriage in Singapore, including their own 
sponsorship by their husbands and legal rights in child-raising (Hoan, Chib & 
Mahalingham 2016). Hence, despite language barriers, they used Internet-enabled 
mobile phones for more activities than an average female entrepreneur living in a 
developing country.  
Female students in developing countries have benefitted from mobile Internet, 
accessing more educational opportunities than working or non-working women 
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(GSMA Connected Women & Altai Consulting 2015), possibly due to having become 
acquainted with the Internet and its applications during their education. Meanwhile, 
75% of female micro-entrepreneurs studied in Uganda used innovative mobile services 
such as mobile Internet and mobile banking to face increased competition in their 
businesses (Komunte 2015). However, their current level of mobile Internet use was 
not indicated in the study.  
Donner, Gitau and Marsden (2011) conducted ethnographic action research 
examining mobile-only Internet use and challenges faced by eight women living in a 
resource-constrained setting in Cape Town, South Africa. Participants undertook a six-
month training course on accessing the Internet via their feature phones, mainly to seek 
jobs using key words, create e-mail addresses, prepare and upload their Curriculum 
Vitae (CV), and communicate with potential employers via e-mail. In the past, they 
had either walked door-to-door looking for employment and distributing their printed 
CVs or relied on staff at cybercafés to send their CVs to potential employers for a fee. 
The women also learnt to look for music, weather updates and information on 
HIV/AIDS prevention, and used social media, even though these functions were not 
covered during their training program. After six months of training, two had become 
regular mobile Internet users while the others- especially those aged 20 to 30- had 
benefitted from opportunities to source job vacancies and employment-training 
courses and to become active on social media.  
3.3.1.1 Challenges in using mobile Internet  
Inequalities in gender relations have restricted women’s use of mobile Internet 
and social media. In Jordan and Turkey, women may be harassed by men when they 
use Facebook and WhatsApp on their mobile phones. Others are not allowed to post 
photos, use their photo as a profile picture or even open Facebook accounts (GSMA 
Connected Women & Altai Consulting 2015). In Donner, Gitau and Marsden (2011), 
one participant was prevented from using a social media site by her husband, who was 
jealous that she would meet new people. In Myanmar, stories abound of mobile phone 
users who faced divorces due to extra-marital affairs conducted through Facebook or 
Viber or were deceived by people using false identities and photos. While only a few 
research respondents personally experienced these outcomes, some men thought that 
online flirting could break up their marriages (Zainudeen & Galpaya 2015). Such 
findings indicate another case of a common urban myth or moral panic related to a 
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new technology as the dissolution of marriages and relationships discussed in Marvin 
(1988) are also occurring in Myanmar. Interestingly, female mobile Internet users are 
more likely to be positive about the benefits of the Internet and pay little attention to 
their negative consequences. Yet, some may delete apps and profiles online in 
response to sexual harassment, thus losing the benefits of a new technology available 
to them free-of-charge, due to others’ behaviour. Users may also be unaware of 
security options available to them when using mobile Internet (Zainudeen & Galpaya 
2015).  
Women’s use of basic mobile handsets, poor literacy and lack of technical 
skills, the costs related to accessing the Internet via mobile phones, theft of Internet-
enabled mobile phones, lack of perceived benefits and complexity of smart phones 
were found to be the main reasons for the low levels of mobile Internet use by women 
(Donner, Gitau & Marsden 2011; GSMA Connected Women & Altai Consulting 2015; 
Hoan, Chib & Mahalingham 2016; Qualcomm Wireless ReachTM, Vital Wave & 
GSMA 2014; Zainudeen & Galpaya 2015). Hence, Duncombe (2014) argues that 
upcoming technologies such as mobile Internet and apps contribute to the continuation 
of the digital divide because they are better suited to and adopted by early adopters. 
3.3.2 Mobile money 
Mobile money services are immensely popular in several developing countries. 
For instance, there are three million mobile money customers in the Philippines, two 
million in Kenya within its first year of introduction and about 450,000 in South 
Africa. Because of higher penetration of mobile phones in Africa, mobile money 
services have become ‘pocket-banks’ (Asongu 2015, p. 712).  
Mobile money services reduced the gender gap of mobile phone ownership to 
7% in Kenya as women were persuaded to own mobile phones to receive money from 
their sons and husbands working outside their local area. Both men and women in 
Kenya used the service to the same degree and more than 80% used the service unaided 
(GSMA Connected Women & Altai Consulting 2015).  
Some market women in Uganda sent goods to their customers via public 
transport services and collected their payments through mobile money, using the same 
method to pay their suppliers (Svensson & Larsson 2015). Another female street 
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vendor in Uganda used the service to send remittances to her mother, who cared of her 
child living in a village and to receive money from the men with whom she had 
intimate relationships (Masika & Bailur 2015). Some women sent small amounts of 
money to their children living away from home for educational purposes (Comfort & 
Dada 2009). 
Married women in Mbarara, Uganda who had completed university education, 
yet decided to stay at home due to family responsibilities, would buy their own SIM 
cards or change the Personal Identification Numbers (PIN) of their mobile money 
accounts because they did not want their husbands to know much they had saved on 
their mobile money accounts. They paid bills without going to a bank and received 
money transfers from husbands without waiting for them to bring money in person 
(Davidsson & Anderson 2015).  
Several other studies discuss the importance of mobile financial services 
(MFS) for women in developing countries, who are unable to perform their financial 
transactions with formal financial institutions because of their lack of income, high 
domestic responsibilities or the nature of their income-earning activities. In some parts 
of the world where public transportation systems are irregular or absent, women must 
spend a lot of their time to visit a formal financial institution when necessary (Asongu 
2015; Asongu & De Moor 2015; Donner & Tellez 2008; Ondiege 2010).  
In another study by the Grameen Foundation (2013) on the use of MFS by poor 
rural women in Eastern Uttar Pradesh, India, and the provinces of Laguna and Quezon 
in the Philippines, found that awareness of MFS was very low among Indian women. 
Only about 5% of Indian women participating in the study had heard of MFS, while 
41% of Indian men had used it to deposit, withdraw, send or receive money, buy train 
tickets and pay bills. However, many Indian women were aware of the MFS provided 
by Cashpor, a micro-finance institute with which many had accounts. Approximately 
78% of them used Cashpor to obtain loans and save money.  
Indian women participating in the study mostly relied on family members or 
agents to conduct transactions due to their inability to read instructions, fears of 
making mistakes, lack of knowledge concerning how to correct mistakes in the middle 
of a transaction and lack of knowledge about using mobile phones. However, younger 
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women in India and the Philippines were more confident and competent in using the 
service (Grameen Foundation 2013).  
The awareness and use of MFS among both men and women in the Philippines 
was high, with no significant gender differences indicated- particularly due to their 
high levels of SMS literacy. Even the government of the Philippines uses MFS to 
collect taxes and issue social security payments. Sending and receiving money was the 
main use of MFS for both men and women, with a few using them to pay bills and 
save money. With no gender difference, participants in both countries relied on one 
regular agent for reasons such as trust, convenience, reliability, willingness to help and 
proximity.  
In Sri Lanka, Dialog Axiata PLC initially introduced mobile money services 
been awarded a licence in April 2012 to launch the services under the Payments and 
Settlements Systems Act No. 28 of 2005 and allowed to register mobile customers, 
even those without a bank account, by the Central Bank of Sri Lanka (Castri 2013, p. 
8). Thus, Dialog commenced their mobile money services in June 2012 as eZ Cash 
(Castri 2013, p. 9). More than 300,000 customers registered for the service, increasing 
to more than one million within its first year of operation.  
However, in Sri Lanka, the adoption of mobile money services was slower 
compared to other countries because of the strong established banking system in the 
country. There are around 1669 commercial bank branches in Sri Lanka, enabling all 
individuals to open a bank account with a formal financial institution (Castri 2013). In 
De Silva, Pulasinghe and Panditha (2012)’s study, 94.9% of FHHs in Sri Lanka had 
access to a bank account compared to 89.1% of men. This was much higher than FHHs 
in Bangladesh (17.2%), Pakistan (8.0%), India (40.5%) and Thailand (88.5%).  
3.3.3 Value-Added Services (VAS) 
VAS is another ‘more-than-voice’ service successfully used by MNOs, 
governments and local and international NGOs to deliver information, particularly to 
women, through text messages.  
In 2011, a mobile VAS was launched by the Cherie Blair Foundation for 
Women, the ExxonMobil Foundation and Nokia to deliver business-related 
information via SMS to more than 100,000 female entrepreneurs in Indonesia, Nigeria 
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and Tanzania. In the first phase of the project, challenges faced by female 
entrepreneurs in these countries were identified. The service was then developed on 
Nokia Life and Nokia Life+ platforms. In August and December 2012, the program 
was introduced in Nigeria and Indonesia and in Tanzania in 2013. The service has been 
recognised globally, winning awards in 2012 and 2013 for Best Consumer Service 
Innovation at the Global Telecom Business Awards. However, Nokia decided to close 
their platforms in December 2013, with no reason given (Levy et al. 2014, p. 19).  
A case study by Cai, Chew and Levy (2015), conducted with 282 Indonesian 
business women, assessed the impact of a free mobile app, entitled Usaha Wanitha, 
provided to female entrepreneurs who used Nokia Asha smart phones. The service sent 
four or five messages each week to its subscribers in Bahasa Indonesia on 
bookkeeping, customer relations, management of employees and bank accounts. The 
content was created in collaboration with a technology consultancy, representatives of 
Nokia, Indosat MNO and a local NGO. It found that the women increased their 
monthly profits because of the information gained via the app. Attracting and retaining 
customers and analysing costs and profits were the most read topics. The perceived 
usefulness of the app was strongly correlated with entrepreneurial optimism, future 
expectations of the respondents concerning their businesses and previous business 
training, but not with their age or education.  
The service made available at no cost encouraged its uptake, as mobile users 
in the Global South are highly concerned with mobile phone expenditure (Zainudeen, 
Samarajiva & Abeysuriya 2006; Donner 2007; Diga 2009). Assessing the needs of 
female entrepreneurs in Nigeria and Indonesia separately and providing information 
in their own languages were also the strengths of the program, enhancing its 
effectiveness and relevance. However, it only targeted young women with Nokia Asha 
smart phones and Nokia Series 400 feature phones and the service was terminated 
unexpectedly (Cai, Chew & Levy 2015), which disappointed and isolated users. 
However, these indicate some of the common challenges in ICT initiative programs 
for development introduced in the Global South.  
De Silva, Pulasinghe and Panditha (2012) argue that the increased use of 
mobile phones, particularly economic-related more-than-voice services used by FHHs 
at the BOP for business purposes in selected Asian countries, would improve the 
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economic standards of households. Yet, their use and awareness of mobile phones are 
less than those of male heads of households. Furthermore, it is argued that it is essential 
to consider the educational levels of FHHs when designing more-than-voice services 
or training programs because most, including participants in Sri Lanka, had studied 
only up to the primary level and a large proportion in Bangladesh (46.7%) and India 
(52.6%) had never attended school. 
Zainudeen and Ratnadiwakara (2011) examined the awareness and use of 
more-than-voice services, such as mobile money; government, agricultural 
information and social networking services, of 9540 low income mobile phone users 
at the BOP in Sri Lanka, the Philippines and Thailand. Despite higher levels of 
awareness, the regular use of those services was found to be low. In Sri Lanka, for 
instance, only 2% of participants used mobile Internet and only 19% more-than-voice 
service users of a total of 632 respondents. There were 8.5% of more-than-voice users 
in the Philippines and 30% in Thailand, identified as innovators, early adopters, and 
early majority adopters fitting Rogers’ (1985) definitions (Zainudeen & 
Ratnadiwakara 2011).  
Between men and women of similar characteristics, men were higher users of 
more-than-voice services. Given that social influence could increase the number of 
more-than-voice users, Zainudeen and Ratnadiwakara (2011) suggest using marketing 
strategies such as group discounts, affordable charges and relevant content. The 
importance of governments in disseminating relevant information through these 
services is also highlighted because it is the easiest way to reach the greatest number 
of people.  
3.3.4 Use of SMS 
Mobile text messaging or SMS, cannot be considered a more-than-voice 
service because it was introduced shortly after voice calls. However, SMS is still 
important because many more-than-voice services such as mobile money function 
through SMS. Thus, many women still face barriers when using SMS, hence their use 
of ‘more-than-voice services’ such as mobile money and VAS are negatively affected 
due to the unavailability of keyboards in the local languages (Sinhala and Tamil).   
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In a study conducted by GSMA mWomen (2012), only 37% of the BOP 
women in Egypt, India, Papua New Guinea and Uganda used SMS, despite their 
differences in literacy levels, while 77% had made a mobile phone call. In Zainudeen 
(2012), 17.3% of mobile owners were unaware of the SMS function on their mobile 
phones. The limited use of SMS by women, despite its lower cost compared to voice 
calls, was also found in India, Kenya, Myanmar, Nigeria, Sri Lanka and several other 
developing countries (Comfort & Dada 2009; GSMA Connected Women & Altai 
Consulting 2015; Handapangoda & Kumara 2013; Murphy & Priebe 2011; Sreekumar 
2011; Sylvester 2016; Wanasundera 2012; Zainudeen, Iqbal & Samarajiva 2010). 
Women faced several challenges due to their inability to use SMS, such as paying a 
higher cost for voice calls (Ojo, Janowski & Awotwi 2013).  
Strong oral cultures, the ability to use first languages for voice calls, difficulties 
using English-only keyboards to type and understand Romanised messages written 
using the Roman/English alphabet, fear of making mistakes, lower literacy levels and 
the low perceived value of the function are some of the reasons identified for women’s 
lower use of SMS (Comfort & Dada 2009; Handapangoda & Kumara 2013; Murphy 
& Priebe 2011; Ojo, Janowski & Awotwi 2013; Sylvester 2016; Zainudeen, Iqbal & 
Samarajiva 2010).  
Illiteracy and unavailability of local language keyboards on mobile phones, 
however, were found to be minor reasons for the low use of SMS, whereas difficulties 
typing and browsing were significant ones (Zainudeen 2012). Cognitive difficulties in 
understanding the process of using SMS, the time required to send SMS messages and 
the lack of social influence meant SMS was not accepted in their societies. Kang and 
Maity (2012), however, found that social influence was not a statistically significant 
predictor of SMS use. Rather, they found perceived usefulness, perceived ease of use 
and perceived monetary value to be the main predictors of SMS use, because users 
regarded its practical value more highly than its capability to facilitate intimate, 
personal communication.  
At the same time, other studies report women’s use of SMS to be satisfactory. 
In Handapangoda and Kumara (2013), 70% of participants could read received 
messages, although only 55% could send them. While only nine female entrepreneurs 
of 30 in Wanasundera (2012) could use SMS before receiving training, after the 
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intervention, the use of SMS increased among the participants. Some Sri Lankan 
participants learnt how to type and send messages to vote for their favourite reality 
stars competing in TV shows, despite the higher cost of these messages (Sylvester 
2016). Meanwhile, no significant difference was found between male and female SMS 
users in the studied Asian countries except in Thailand, where 36% of men and 23% 
of women used the service (Zainudeen, Iqbal & Samarajiva 2010). Women in 
Colombia and FHHs in Bangladesh, India, Pakistan, Sri Lanka, and Thailand used 
SMS more than their male counterparts (De Silva, Pulasinghe & Panditha 2012; 
GSMA Connected Women & Altai Consulting 2015).  
Komunte (2015) found a high use of SMS services in their businesses among 
female micro-entrepreneurs in Uganda, to place orders for commodities from stores, 
confirm deliveries, obtain market information and send and receive money via mobile 
money services. SMS was widely used for variety of services, such as payment of bills, 
selling, buying and sending mobile airtime. The cheaper charges for SMS in Uganda, 
high literacy levels, and the younger ages of the participants could be the main reasons 
for their higher use of SMS.  
In China and Korea, where text messaging is popular, mothers use text 
messages to enhance their relationships with their children, given that that they can 
express their feelings more easily in text messages than in face-to-face 
communication. One mother asked her husband to apologise to their child via a text 
message after a dispute rather than in a face-to-face conversation, enabling him to save 
face by maintaining his status, position and authority as head of the family (Lim 2008).  
3.4 Female Heads of Households (FHHs)  
FHHs are categorized as de jure and de facto. Widowed, divorced, abandoned 
and single women, who support themselves and their dependents are de jure FHHs and 
are legally recognised as such. In contrast, de facto FHHs become household heads 
when the male head of household migrates or when they support their families 
financially when their male counterparts are disabled, unemployed or do not earn an 
income (Habib 2010, p. 175). 
In general, FHHs are economically and socially deprived or disadvantaged 
(Mencher 1993; Panda 1997). Even though FHHs make economic decisions on their 
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own, they often suffer from economic pressures leading to ‘psycho-physiological 
stress’ and physical tiredness or exhaustion (Pathak 2009, p. 218). FHHs become the 
‘poorest of the poor’ (Tripathy & Mishra 2005, p. 91) due to the lack of job 
opportunities and job security; limited access to land, agricultural technologies and 
valuable assets; restricted social networks; and lesser physical movement. A 
significant difference in the mean monthly income between female and male headed 
households was observed in De Silva, Pulasinghe and Panditha (2012) and male heads 
of households earn more than their female counterparts at the BOP in Bangladesh, 
India, Pakistan, Sri Lanka and Thailand.  
However, some studies (Bourguignon & Chiappori 1992; Browning & 
Chiappori 1998; Hoddinott & Haddad 1995; Lloyd & Blanc 1996; Pathak 2009) show 
that FHHs are more empowered in decision-making than women living in male-headed 
households. For instance, when women are breadwinners, they enjoy considerable 
bargaining and decision-making power, especially concerning their children’s 
education, food and health expenditures. Chant (1997, p. 161) found such families to 
be ‘more secure and stable’ in different ways compared with male-headed households, 
enjoying ‘psychological security’ due to the absence of violence and ‘abuse of 
authority’ within the family. Yet, these families are found to rely more on relatives, 
because of the discrimination single women face in society due to cultural issues, even 
if they are financially secure.  
 
 
Fig. 4. Distribution of female heads of household by marital status -2012 
(Department of Census and Statistics 2013, p. 10). 
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During the last decade, there has been a dramatic increase in FHHs in Sri 
Lanka. Recently, there were over one million FHHs or 23% of all households, recorded 
in the country, with most belonging to the age group between 40 and 59 years 
(Department of Census and Statistics 2013, p. 9). As Fig. 4 indicates, more than half 
are widowed, with the majority (74.6%) not having completed secondary education 
(Department of Census and Statistics 2013, p. 10). There is no significant difference 
in the income generated between male and female-headed households. Nonetheless, 
not all FHHs are entirely run only on the woman’s income because, in many of these 
households, the husband has migrated elsewhere to work (Department of Census and 
Statistics 2013, p. 29). In the sample used by de Silva, Pulasinghe and Panditha (2012), 
while most male heads of households were married (89.1%), only 45% of FHHs were 
married, indicating the significant proportions of widows, divorcees and single women 
in the country. In Sri Lanka and Thailand, there were larger numbers of divorced 
women compared to more conservative countries such as Bangladesh and Pakistan.  
A number of studies have been carried out on FHHs in Sri Lanka. Ruwanpura 
and Humphries (2004, p. 179), for instance, investigated widows in the Eastern 
province and found the civil war was not the only reason for the existence of the larger 
number of FHHs. Additional factors such as separations, desertions, divorces, 
physical/mental disability, alcoholism and unemployment of their husbands had also 
caused women to become FHHs. Younger widows with children faced more financial 
stress and responsibilities than older widows with adult children, who could contribute 
to the family income.  
Sinhalese FHHs in the Eastern province, as members of the majority ethnic 
group, were in a more socially advantageous position due to their comparatively less 
conservative culture than Muslim or Hindu FHHs. They were also less constrained ‘by 
caste, ideologies and purity/pollution concepts and practices’ targeting widows 
(Ruwanpura & Humphries 2004, p. 152) than Tamil women. Hence, due to their 
restricted mobility, Tamil and Muslim FHHs enjoyed considerably fewer opportunities 
for paid work and largely relied on self-employment compared to the Sinhalese. While 
all Sinhalese FHHs in Ruwanpura and Humphries’ (2004) sample were employed, 
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only 8% of Muslim FHHs were and Tamil FHHs were engaged in more than one 
income-earning activity.  
Another difference among the three ethnicities was the cause for their 
widowhood (Ruwanpura & Humphries 2004). Specifically, 72% of the Tamil widows’ 
husbands in the study sample (298 participants) had been murdered during the civil 
conflict, while this figure was 28% and 22% for Sinhalese and Muslim widows 
respectively. Coping strategies and reasons to undertake the headship were also 
different between the ethnic groups. For example, although widowhood was the prime 
reason for the participants of all three ethnicities to become the heads of their 
households, war was the main reason for Tamil widows to lose their husbands.  
Ruwanpura and Humphries (2004, pp. 159, 60) claim that women’s struggles 
for survival, along with their independence and freedom, have empowered them 
through improved self-worth and pride in their achievements. For example, young 
Tamil widows residing in refugee camps in the Northern parts of the country have 
challenged the traditional Hindu concept of widowhood as inauspicious by continuing 
to wear the red pottu (dot) on their foreheads and flowers in their hair – not generally 
allowed for widows, as these are symbols which traditionally convey stable marital 
relations and sexual activity. As the breadwinners of their family, they do not want to 
be socially and culturally isolated and ostracised through these practices.  
Traditional Tamil women who occupy lower social status due to their social 
(e.g. caste) and religious affiliation have become empowered since the end of the 
conflict, even though they are victims of war, becoming more active in their public 
roles and solving their problems than men (Rajasingham-Senanayake 2004, p. 149). 
Their mobility, previously restricted to their own households are expanded, being able 
to go out of their homes for employment. Some admitted that, despite their feelings of 
fear and insecurity, they felt more liberated in decision-making and mobility. Joke 
Schrijvers (1999, p. 323) describes Tamil refugee women as ‘strong, enduring, 
emancipated’ with high ‘coping capacities’ and that their traditionally dependent roles, 
low status and low self-esteem had helped them to be better survivors as refugees than 
men. Yet, high mobility and freedom of women have led to greater levels of violence 
against them (Rajasingham-Senanayake 2004, p. 161). In contrast, mobility for 
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Muslim women became more restricted during and due to the conflict (Rajasingham-
Senanayake 2004, p. 157) than before.  
In his ethnographic study of Tamils and Muslims in the Eastern Province- 
especially in Batticaloa, McGilvray (2008) found that the matrilineal social structure 
and practices of transferring dowry-houses from mother to daughter have contributed 
to more resistance ‘to harsh forms of female domestic subordination’ (2008, p. 11). 
Rice fields, household furniture, vehicles, clothing, jewellery and cash, ‘every form of 
wealth and property, including fixed assets’ (McGilvray 2008, p. 38), are included in 
a daughter’s dowry. While Tamil parents give the dowry to their daughter and son-in-
law as an official dowry with their deeds written as joint undivided ownership at the 
time of the marriage, Muslims register houses and land as gifts to their daughters in 
advance of the wedding, which is described ‘fairly radical and pro-feminist’ compared 
to other dowry practices in South Asia (McGilvray 2008, p. 39). However, Tamil 
women are empowered because they are covered by the Thesawalamai law (the civil 
legal code covering Tamils in Sri Lanka) that allows women to inherit matrilineal 
property (Ruwanpura & Humphries 2004). 
However, marriage is essential for a woman to inherit property from her 
parents. Despite the prolonged civil war, the matrilineal kinship system and matrilocal 
marriage system have not changed (McGilvray 2008). Yet, changes have taken place 
in marriages and dowry policies in the area as a consequence of the civil conflict. For 
instance, rice fields given as dowry property became less valuable during the conflict 
as they were no longer safe to be worked on. During the civil conflict, a greater number 
of men migrated, were recruited, killed, or disappeared, leading the scarce eligible 
bachelors to demand houses in safer areas and increase the overall value and required 
standards of a dowry. While Tamil women had to wait much longer to find a husband, 
Tamil men, particularly those who have found jobs in the diaspora, are in a very strong 
bargaining position when seeking a wife (McGilvray 2008, p. 341).  
While significant numbers of Tamils had left the country since 1983, when the 
conflict officially started, Sri Lankan Muslims too have travelled abroad mainly for 
economic reasons- especially to the Middle East for employment. Most foreign 
earnings remitted by the men and women in the area however, have been used to build 
dowry homes for their daughters (McGilvray 2008, p. 336).  
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A project carried out to empower widows and other marginalised women in 
rural areas in Jaffna, Northern Sri Lanka, between August 2013 and July 2014 by the 
Initiative for Political and Conflict Transformation (Inpact), found the lack of security 
to be a severe problem faced by these women, along with ‘feeling threatened or 
disadvantaged in their opportunities to sustain their livelihoods’ (Klimesova & 
Premaratne 2015, p. 2). They were unable to receive any kind of support from their 
communities because of their previous involvement with the LTTE. The Tamil 
community in the North ostracised widows with any affiliations or associations with 
the LTTE in the past, either directly or through their husbands. Most participants had 
experienced some form of sexual abuse within their families, from employers or law 
enforcement authorities. The ‘theatre-based’ workshops conducted in the project 
helped the women to form a ‘sense of community spirit’ among themselves and, in 
some cases, led to joint small-scale business initiatives (2015, p. 2).  
A study by Ayadurai and Sohail (2006) of 200 female entrepreneurs from eight 
districts in the war-affected north east of Sri Lanka found the main reason for their 
enterprise their own survival and that of their families. Achieving a higher standard of 
living, pursuing a business idea, and the lack of opportunities in the formal 
employment sector were some other reasons given. Interestingly, the challenges 
identified by the researchers, such as lack of financial and interpersonal support, were 
not identified as challenges by these women, indicating their strong will and 
determination (Ayadurai & Sohail 2006, p. 7). However, gendered power relations and 
traditional social practices in these societies were not identified by the researchers as 
challenges faced by the women.  
In their study, Ayadurai and Sohail (2006) met women who did not marry as 
they were handicapped during the war or had to take care of war victims, while a few 
stayed single due to fears of becoming widows if their husbands died in the war. These 
reasons indicate the traditional gendered structure of society, wherein women become 
victims of war and caught in traditional gender roles. The majority of these women 
were literate and educated, despite the prolonged civil conflict (Ayadurai & Sohail 
2006).  
Livestock farming, office services, crafts/textiles, retail trade, agriculture and 
food products were identified as the main business activities these women were 
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engaged in, due to the low capital investment required, flexible working hours and 
possessing the skills and experiences required for the enterprise. Most participants 
were in business for the first time and the majority was ‘very optimistic’ (Ayadurai & 
Sohail 2006, p. 9) about their businesses. This gave them feelings of self-fulfilment 
and balance between family, work and profit. Even though this study was not 
specifically focused on widows or FHHs and did not examine the incorporation of 
ICTs in their businesses (Ayadurai & Sohail 2006, p. 8), it revealed the survival 
strategies and coping capabilities of women in war-affected areas in Sri Lanka.  
According to Hyndman’s (2008) study of war and tsunami widows and 
widowers in Eastern Sri Lanka, the absence of the protections and support from 
extended families led to their insecurity and harassment. While Bagwe (1998) noted 
that war widows became vulnerable and were viewed negatively in society if they did 
not receive protection from their extended families, while their chances of remarriage 
were minimal, Hyndman (2008) found that they may receive protection from their 
extended families after the loss of their husbands. Hyndman (2008) further found that, 
due to the existence of tsunami widowers, loss of property, husbands and extended 
family members, tsunami widows remarried more often than war widows. The 
decisions of unsecured widows or young unmarried women to remarry or marry a 
widower, however, do not demonstrate their improved agency in decision making but 
rather the reinforcement of gendered power relations in the society as they are sexually 
harassed by men while single. Most tsunami widows expressed their wish to not 
remarry due to the fear that their new husbands would mistreat their children and their 
inability to secure a dowry for themselves (Hyndman 2008).  
These studies on war and tsunami widows and FHHs in Sri Lanka indicate that 
gender, ethnicity and other factors such as religion and caste contribute to constructing 
social meaning for FHHs in patriarchal societies. While natural and man-made 
destructions have disempowered and victimised women in Sri Lankan society, they 
have also liberated them, enabling them to transform their agency and traditional 
gender roles. Therefore, their present position in society is likely to be reflected in their 
mobile phone use because mobile phones assist such women to be more self-reliant 
and liberated as well as face harassment from men.  
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3.5 Conclusion 
This review of literature, primarily focused on the use of mobile phones by 
women in the Global South, vividly illustrates the mobile phone as having empowered 
women in certain socio-economic, spatial, educational and political aspects and 
expanded their capabilities and agency. Yet, its use has also reinforced existing gender 
and power relations and socio-cultural norms that are not necessarily favourable to 
women. In some instances, existing disparities were amplified in the use of mobile 
phones. Hence, women’s use of mobile phones has been restricted in different ways, 
preventing many from enjoying its optimal benefits in their day-to-day lives. It is 
argued, therefore, that the mobile phone is not a panacea for alleviating female poverty 
or eliminating or even reducing gender inequalities.  
However, an emerging argument in the literature is that women in the Global 
South have not entirely accepted their subordinate position in patriarchal societies or 
become victims as argued by feminist theorists. Rather, within their limited 
capabilities and opportunities, they have shown their resistance to the status quo 
through their mobile phone use and have adopted strategies to benefit from the 
technology. This means they have been able to achieve limited agency or situated 
empowerment. Many unique means of mobile phone adoption have emerged amongst 
women in developing countries due to the conflicting challenges they face in their 
mobile phone use, their multiple identities and socio-cultural values.  
Even though most existing studies focus on poor, uneducated and unemployed 
women and their mobile phone use, they do not specifically look at FHHs, despite their 
growing number in the Global South. This is an important gap in the literature, as 
access to, and use and ownership of a mobile phone by FHHs are likely to be different 
and more challenging than for woman living in male-headed households, even within 
the same setting. This is because, although the former may be at more liberty than the 
latter, their status as FHHs can limit their freedom in many aspects of their lives. Many 
past studies have focused on more homogeneous female groups from one or two small 
geographic areas and with similar demographic characteristics, leading to limited 
generalisability. Hence, it is important to look at women from diverse socio-economic 
backgrounds who live in the same geographic area. Such a study has potential to 
highlight unique mobile phone uses as adopted by FHHs based on their context and 
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multiple identities. There is also a dearth of recent literature on more-than-voice 
mobile phone services, particularly amongst women in Sri Lanka, where MNOs and 
policy makers have begun to explore the potential of mobile phones in uplifting the 
living standards of women. Simply giving access to ICTs to achieve female 
empowerment ignores the importance of active appropriation of technology in 
women’s lives. Therefore, existing literature on mobile phones and women leaves a 
gap to explore one of the main problems in the development process, which is the 
mismatch between the services, knowledge and content provided, and the actual 
requirements of the target population. 
The large-scale studies conducted by development-oriented agencies have 
employed mixed methods in their data gathering and analysis, enabling them to reveal 
hidden factors that restrict female mobile phone use in patriarchal societies (De Silva, 
Zainudeen & Ratnadiwakara 2008; Grameen Foundation 2013; GSMA 2010; GSMA 
Connected Women & Altai Consulting 2015; GSMA mWomen 2012; Zainudeen & 
Galpaya 2015). Yet, due to the lack of clearly explicated theoretical approaches used 
in the research design, they could not critically analyse their findings. The studies 
which used a quantitative approach (Chew, Ilavarasan & Levy 2013, 2015a; Chew, 
Ilavarasan & Levy 2015b; Chew, Levy & Ilavarasan 2011; De Silva, Pulasinghe & 
Panditha 2012; Komunte 2015; LIRNEasia 2012) have been unable to investigate their 
findings to ask the ‘how’ and ‘why’ questions. Some researchers demonstrate a lack 
of understanding of their research contexts (Chew, Ilavarasan & Levy 2013; Chew, 
Ilavarasan & Levy 2015b). While many qualitative studies have observed both the 
empowering potential and reinforcement of existing gender relations and socio-
cultural values on mobile phone use in a specific context, the small sample sizes used 
limit gathering of richer and novel findings and only serve as preliminary studies 
(Kyomuhendo 2009; Masika & Bailur 2015; Traore & Sane 2009). Meanwhile, 
although qualitative studies based on an ethnographical approach have uncovered 
unique mobile phone use within particular contexts, they too lack a theoretical lens as 
applied in communication studies (Jouhki 2013; Tenhunen 2014a). Hence, the present 
study narrows the above identified gaps in the existing literature and makes a 
substantial contribution to the field of research into mobile phone adoption and women 
in the Global South.  
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The next chapter- the Research Design- will discuss the research methodology, 
data collection methods, sampling and recruitment processes used in the current study 
and the data analysis methods employed.   
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Chapter 4: Research Design 
This chapter describes the research design, data collection and analysis processes 
employed to explore the empowerment potentials gained by research participants- the 
female heads of households (FHHs) in Trincomalee, Sri Lanka- through their mobile 
phone use. The chapter begins with a brief description of the relevance of the 
methodology used in this study. It then proceeds with the data collection methods used, 
sampling, recruitment of participants, ethical issues involved and the data analysis 
processes used.     
4.1 Methodology 
This study is aimed to follow the pathways of action research (Lewin 1946; 
Moreno 1953), ‘an alternative philosophy of social research’ that deals with social 
transformation in developing countries (Kemmis & McTaggart 2005, p. 568), because 
it aims to achieve change through social, economic and political development of a 
group of women living in remote and rural areas with limited resources. They are also 
deprived, marginalised, stigmatised and excluded from mainstream society due to their 
social and economic situation (Gray 2009, p. 313; 2005, p. 568).  
Action research depends on the experiences and knowledge of research 
participants, to provide them with a voice through the researcher by collecting relevant 
data and information from them. This is because of its belief that such disadvantaged 
participants are capable of explain the reasons for their actions and goals as they 
possess a good understanding of the situations they live in while looking at things from 
different viewpoints including their own, those of others’ and their local settings. In 
other words, this approach values and respects local participation due to their rich 
experiences living through complex everyday situations. Hence, action research does 
not consider them simply as oppressed victims of the power imbalances existing in 
their societies (Gray 2009; Greenwood & Levin 2007; Kemmis & McTaggart 2005).  
Action research respects local cultural contexts and diversity of experiences, 
ethnicities, genders and politics, which are important when researching new media 
because new media systems evolve within the complex contexts of political, social, 
economic, and cultural forces (Hearn et al. 2009). Since it explores ‘actual practices 
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and not abstract practices’ of the participants (Kemmis & McTaggart 2005, pp. 563-
4), action research is regarded as a learning process of ‘what people do’; ‘how people 
interact with the world and others’; ‘what they mean and what they value’; and ‘the 
discourses in which people understand and interpret their world’ (2005, pp. 564-5). 
Action research is vital when focusing on actual practices of use and interaction 
with new media technology in the wider context of people’s lives, which is termed 
‘communicative ecologies’ (Hearn et al. 2009, p. 17). It includes three layers: the 
technology layer (the gadget and any other technical knowledges required in its 
operation); the social layer (the people, their relationships, and the social and cultural 
contexts of use); and the content layer (‘what’ is communicated, consumed, or 
exchanged) (2009, p. 10).   
The action research approach is based on the triangulation of the theoretical 
paradigms of critical (Habermas 1981; Horkheimer 1972; Horkheimer & Adorno 
1994; Marcuse 2009; Marx 1975); interpretive theory (Dilthey & Rickman 1979; 
Weber 1978; Weber, Gerth & Mills 1991); (Edwards & Willis 2014, p. 24) and 
functionalist (Comte, 1896; Durkheim 1982; Malinowski 1948) perspectives. 
Interpretive research assumes that generalised solutions are not suitable to a particular 
group of people or context (Stringer 2007, p. 5) as different people make different 
interpretations of the same reality and thus relies on qualitative data that looks for local 
knowledge. It also believes in ‘socially constructed reality’, the reality constructed 
upon social interaction and communication (2014, p. 33). Focusing on the existing 
power relations and power struggles in a given society or setting, critical research 
looks at ‘the oppression, disempowerment, and inequality in local contexts, and tries 
to develop ways of redressing those inequities’ (2014, p. 36). Critical theory allows 
action research and new media to explore the mutual relationships between society and 
technology allowing one to critically question the effectiveness and impact of new 
media on a community (Hearn et al. 2009, pp. 32-3). Functionalism examines how 
things work, why and how they may be improved (Radcliffe-Brown 1935; Malinowski 
1948). The ultimate goal of action research is the empowerment and emancipation of 
research participants who are affected by the social injustices in their society (Kemmis 
& McTaggart 2005; Liamputtong 2013).  
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4.2 Data collection  
The study uses qualitative data collection methods because of its ‘ability to 
analyse what actually happens in (a) naturally occurring setting’ such as during a field 
study which is the ‘greatest strength’ of qualitative research (Silverman 2006, p. 351). 
Its methods are suitable to study the vulnerable, such as the participants in the current 
study who are deprived of autonomy, decision making, and life choices, are seen as 
‘deviant’, marginalised and stigmatised as ‘taboo’ in a given society and are people 
from social and culturally diverse settings (Liamputtong 2013, pp. 304-5).  
Scholars such as Everett M Rogers (2003), Jonathan Donner (2007) and Katy E 
Pearce (2013) emphasise the importance of conducting qualitative studies in the 
Global South to gain a holistic understating of a new technology such as mobile phone 
use in developing countries, because such studies are capable of highlighting the 
social, economic and cultural conditions and realities that shape the adoption and 
appropriation of a technology. While Pearce (2013, p. 80) indicates the importance of 
using more than one method in studying the use of mobile phones in the Global South 
as it is a ‘multifaceted topic’, Kabeer (2001) advocates conducting more qualitative 
studies on women’s empowerment because it is a multi-dimensional process and what 
empowers one woman may not empower another.  
Accordingly, the data collection of this qualitative study involved 
methodological triangulation of using more than one data collection method in one 
study (Denzin 1970; Neuman 2011, pp. 164-5; Silverman 2006, pp. 291-2) (as well as 
theoretical triangulation of using more than one theoretical paradigm). It enhances the 
validity of the study allowing data to be gathered from different perspectives of the 
research participants to make a more objective and accurate representations of their 
experiences (Silverman 2006, pp. 290-1; Cook & Campbell 1979 cited in Wimmer & 
Dominick 2013, p. 30) as well as providing a multifaceted and more holistic view of 
the research problem.  
Hence, depth interviews and focus group discussions (FGDs) with relevant 
stakeholders and an overt, non-participant observation- the widely used qualitative 
methods in research on mobile phones and women (Doron & Jeffrey 2013; Hijazi-
Omari & Ribak 2008; Hjorth 2008; Potnis 2011b; Tacchi, Kitner & Crawford 2012)- 
of relevant settings were employed as data collection methods in this study to examine 
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how these women use mobile phones in their day-to-day activities; what factors and 
phenomena shape their mobile phone use; what issues hinder their use of mobile 
phones; and how things can be improved for these women to optimise their use.  
4.2.1 The research site 
The Trincomalee District- the research site of this study- is an ethnically and 
culturally diverse society that had been significantly transformed by several crises it 
had faced during last few decades such as the civil war (1983-2009) and the 2004 
Boxing Day Tsunami. Thus, this site was suitable for gathering rich data required to 
answer the research questions and thereby achieve the specific research objectives 
(Neuman 2011, p. 429).  
Data collection was conducted between September 2014 to February 2015, 
mainly in two Divisional Secretary’s (DS) Divisions in the area- viz. Trincomalee 
Town & Gravets and Kinniya of the Trincomalee District. Of the 11 DS divisions in 
the district, these two were selected as they record the highest number of widows living 
in the region. Time constraints, issues of accessibility of locations and the required 
ethnic compositions of the sample of participants were among the other reasons that 
influenced the selection of these locations. Several stakeholder interviews had to be 
carried out in Colombo- the capital of the country. (See Appendix 1 for a map of 
Trincomalee with the 11 DS divisions and their Graama Niladhari (GN) or Village 
Government Officer divisions marked and Appendix 2 for figures on widows living in 
the Trincomalee District).  
4.2.1.1 Trincomalee Town & Gravets 
The Trincomalee and Gravets DS division consists of 42 GN areas consisting 
of 112 villages. Its total multi-ethnic, multi-religious population is 97,234 with 63% 
being Sri Lankan Tamil; 22% Sinhalese; 13% Sri Lankan Moor (Muslim); and 1% 
Burgher (who are of Eurasian descent due to the historical Western colonisation of the 
country between the early 16th and mid 20th centuries) (Trincomalee District 
Secretariat 2017). By 2011, there were 3,377 widows in this DS division with the 
majority being Tamil (2, 445) followed by Sinhalese and Muslim ethnicities (District 
Secretariat Trincomalee 2011).  
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4.2.1.2 Kinniya 
In Kinniya, 91% of the population (64, 451) is Sri Lankan Moor (Muslims). 
The area is comprised of 31 GN divisions consisting of 107 villages (Trincomalee 
District Secretariat 2017). Of the 1819 of widows living in the area, 1640 are Muslims 
(District Secretariat Trincomalee 2011). Even though less affected by the civil conflict, 
this area was severely destroyed from the Boxing Day Tsunami due to its geographical 
position and recorded the highest number of deaths and displacements in the 
Trincomalee District.  
4.2.2 Data collection methods 
A total of 47 semi-structured depth interviews were conducted- 30 with a 
representative sample of FHHs and 17 with a representative sample of members of 
other relevant stakeholder groups- in the research sites mentioned above during a 
nearly six months period. These interviews were supplemented by six (6) FGDs 
consisting of six to nine participants in each (a total of 41 individuals) with a purposive 
sample of FHHs in the Trincomalee district representing all three ethnicities. Overt, 
non-participant field observations were also incorporated to gather qualitative data on 
how women in the settings use mobile phones in their day- to-day activities; 
personalise and appropriate the device; and how the power relations in their societies 
or within their family units are reflected and challenged through mobile phone use. 
4.2.3 The depth interviews 
Aligning with the action research approach used in this study, 30 depth 
interviews were conducted with FHHs drawing ten (10) per each ethnic group 
(Sinhala, Tamil and Muslim). Volunteer, purposive and snowball sampling or referral 
methods (Flick 2009; Patton 2005) were used to identify and recruit them. This process 
assisted in improving the external validity of the study’s findings even though the 
findings of qualitative research is not generalizable (Gray 2009, p. 376). The criteria 
for recruitment was that they own or have used a mobile phone in the previous three 
months and are FHHs.  
Advertisements were used to seek potential participants, which were posted on 
notice boards of village GN offices; community notice boards; Samurdhi Niladhari 
(the village level government officer from the Government development project for 
the needy) offices; micro-finance institutions; and other welfare organisations of 
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villages within the settings in the two DS divisions in Sinhalese and Tamil languages, 
requesting those interested to contact the researcher (See Appendix 3). Assistance 
from the above mentioned officers; members of other stakeholder groups; personal 
contacts of the researcher within the local area; and those who had already expressed 
interest to participate, were sought to identify and recruit participants (Silverman 2006, 
pp. 306-7; Weerakkody 2015).  
Local informants or personal contacts of the researcher proved to be the most 
effective, when recruiting depth interview and FGD participants. The initial local 
informants (existing personal contacts) of the researcher introduced her to several 
other informants. All interpreters/ translators involved in the study also became key 
local informants and helpful when identifying potential participants from local Tamil 
and Muslim communities (Lofland et al. 2006). Those already expressed interest to 
participate, were the most useful when identifying and recruiting FHHs from Tamil 
and Muslim communities (which are more conservative than those of the Sinhalese) 
with restricted women’s movements outside the home. 
Additionally, 17 depth interviews were conducted with a representative sample 
of different stakeholder groups of the mobile industry such as office bearers of NGOs; 
micro finance institutions that provide loans for self-employments, housing etc. and 
village welfare societies, who oversee the welfare of women in the area; mobile 
handset vendors and agents; mobile SIM cards dealers/ mobile payment service 
providers in the area; mobile network operators or MNOs (regional and national level 
representatives); telecommunication policymakers, regulators; and academic experts 
researching the topic.  
Welfare and microfinance organisations; telecommunication regulatory 
authorities; MNOs and researchers were interviewed in their official capacities. For 
instance, office bearers interviewed from community-based organisations were the 
Presidents of their institutions. A senior official was interviewed from 
(Telecommunication Regulatory Commission of Sri Lanka (TRCSL) and the 
managerial level officers of relevant MNOs at regional and nationals level were 
identified and contacted using information available on their official web sites, annual 
reports and other publicly available documentation. The relevant experts and 
researchers were identified using their scholarly publications. Mobile handset vendors 
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and agents/ mobile SIM card dealers and mobile payment providers to be interviewed 
were identified from personal observations made during the casing of the sites 
(Lofland et al. 2006) for the field observation.  
4.2.3.1 The population and sample 
The population of the study were all FHHs who were owners or have used a 
mobile phone during the previous three months in Trincomalee District, Sri Lanka.  
4.2.3.1.1 Female heads of households 
Thirty (30) participants– ten (10) per each ethnic group (Sinhala, Tamil and 
Muslim) were interviewed using volunteer, purposive and snowball sampling or 
referral methods (Flick 2009). Attempts were made to recruit participants who 
represent the different categories of FHHs such as widows (due to war, Tsunami and 
other reasons); divorced/separated/deserted; never married; and women whose 
husbands have migrated elsewhere and living within or outside the country for work 
or other reasons. Members of the three ethnic groups were selected to represent a 
diverse group of participants based on their socio-economic status, education, income 
levels, religion, employment and income-earning status, and age.   
Twenty (20) depth interviews with the Sinhalese and Tamil participants were 
conducted in the Trincomalee Town & Gravets DS division. Ten such interviews with 
Sinhalese participants were carried out in six villages. One of them was a resettled area 
for Tsunami victims. Another 10 with Tamil participants were conducted in five 
villages where one of those villages has been abandoned by its residents during the 
civil conflict and now being resettled in their half-demolished houses. The remaining 
ten interviews with the Muslim participants were conducted in four villages of Kinniya 
DS division, based on its ethnic composition of the population.  
Participants were asked about their day-to-day use of the mobile phone, 
purposes and advantages of their use and any difficulties they faced on the use of 
mobile phones. Their views, experiences and understandings were sought on the 
choice of MNOs and their services; mobile handsets and their features; payment 
methods; more-than-voice services etc. Although, it was planned not to conduct any 
further interviews if a saturation point (when new interviews do not generate new 
facts) is reached, each interview conducted generated new data due to the diversity of 
the sample, generating unique patterns of mobile phone use for each interviewee 
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(Weerakkody 2015). However, interviews were limited to 30 as designed and planned 
considering the time allocated for the data collection of the study. (See Appendix 4 for 
interview schedule) 
 
4.2.3.1.1.1 Demographic and socio-economic information of the interview participants 
– FHHs  
i) Ethnicity, religion and type of household headship 
As illustrated in Table 2, among the participants of the Sinhalese interview 
group, nine were Buddhists while one was a Christian. Two had their husbands 
migrated abroad for employment while the husbands of two others serve in the Sri 
Lankan Government military forces based in the Northern part of the country and 
receive only seven days of leave a month to spend at home with their families. The 
husbands of the two remaining participants were fishermen and thus, must remain at 
sea for one to two months at a stretch. Six of the participants in the Tamil group were 
Hindus. The remaining four were Christians. However, initially been Hindus, three of 
them had converted to Christianity in recent times. In the Muslim group, four 
participants had their husbands migrated to the Persian Gulf region for work.  
Table 2. Ethnicity, Type of Headship & Religion  
Ethnicity Type of headship Religion 
Wido
w 
Divor
ced 
Separate
d 
Desert
ed 
Male 
migratio
n  
Budd
hist 
Hind
u 
Isla
m 
Christ
ian 
Sinhalese 04 00 00 00 06 09 00 00 01 
Tamil 04 02 02 02 02 00 06 00 04 
Muslim 01 02 00 03 04 00 00 10 00 
Total 09 04 02 05 12 09 06 10 05 
Grand total 30 30 
 
ii) Age and educational attainment 
As shown in the table below (Table 3), 24 of the 30 interview participants were 
aged between 18 and 50 years. Eleven of the participants of the total 30, representing 
the three ethnicities had completed their education up to senior secondary level (grades 
10 to 11). Although all the participants were literate enough to read and write, many 
had been unable to continue their education up to collegiate and tertiary levels, mainly 
due to the prolonged civil conflict which caused displacements and disturbances to 
their education or be subjected to the conservative cultural and societal norms and 
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practices such as early marriages. Across all ethnicities, many participants had been 
married in their teens such as between 17 and 19 years of age. Displacement, 
unpredictability of and insecurity about the future and poverty may also have resulted 
in this situation. 
 
Table 3. Age & Educational Attainment 
Note - 1 Primary level is grade 1 to 5 – Sri Lanka has a free education system up to tertiary level and 
a child is expected to complete at least nine years of compulsory schooling (grade 1 to grade 9) 
 2Junior secondary level is from grade 6 to 9 
3 Senior secondary level is from grade 10 to 11  
4 Collegiate level is the last two years of schooling, grade 12 and 13 leading to the General Certificate 
of Education (G.C.E) Advanced Level Examination, which determines entry into the tertiary level of 
education  
5 Tertiary level is at university or college, with courses leading to a certificate and diploma lasting one 
to two years or a three-year Bachelor degree (Ministry of Education 2013) 
 
 
iii) Employment status and Monthly income levels 
 
Table 4. Type of employments & Monthly income level 
Ethnicity  Type of employments Monthly income level in SL Rupees 
 Em
plo
yer 
Emplo
yee 
(Gov.) 
Emplo
yee 
(Privat
e) 
Self-
empl
oyed 
Une
mplo
yed 
11,000 
– 
20,000  
20,001 
– 
30,000 
30,001 
– 
40,000 
40001 
– 
50,000 
50,
001 
or > 
Sinhalese  01 04 01 01 03 03 03 01 00 03 
Tamil 00 03 01 03 03 06 01 01 00 02 
Muslim 00 01 00 02 07 04 03 01 01 01 
Total 01 08 02 06 13 13 07 03 01 06 
Grand 
total 
 30 30 
 
As illustrated in Table 4 above, 13 participants were unemployed and were 
dependent on the salaries or remittances of their husbands or sometimes, their 
employed children. The highest number of unemployed participants (seven) were from 
the Muslim ethnic group where all relied on the remittances of their husbands or their 
Ethnicity Age Educational attainment 
 18-
30 
31-
40 
41-
50 
51-
60 
61-
70 
71-
80 
Pri
mar
y1 
Junior 
seconda
ry2 
Senior 
second
ary3  
Colleg
iate4 
Tert
iary5 
Sinhalese 03 04 01 02 00 00 01 01 04 03 01 
Tamil 00 02 04 00 01 02 02 01 03 01 03 
Muslim 03 05 02 00 00 00 02 02 04 01 01 
Total 06 11 07 02 01 02 05 04 11 05 05 
Grand total 30 30 
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own savings from their past earnings while being employed abroad themselves. Of the 
four government employees in the Sinhalese group, one has served in the Sri Lankan 
Government military forces for 15 years and has taken early retirement after marriage 
to raise her three young children. In the entire group, there was only one employer who 
had about 20 employees working under her. The monthly income of many of the 
interview participants (13) ranged between Rs. 11, 000 to 20, 000.   
Almost all participants had to care for their own children and sometimes the 
children of their relatives as well as their elderly, sick parents. Three older participants 
had their elderly parents and both their married and unmarried children living with 
them and another participant lived in the home of her married daughter. Hence, they 
had to look after their children and grandchildren, even though they did not have any 
direct dependents.       
4.2.3.1.2 Stakeholder groups 
A total of 17 interviews with representative sample of the various relevant 
stakeholder groups were conducted, to obtain a holistic understanding of the relevant 
issues. (See Appendix 5 for details of stakeholder group interviewees). This is because 
action research places an emphasis on making systematic inquiry about everyone with 
a stake in the issues under study (Stringer 2007, p. 6). The details of these interviewees 
are as follows:     
4.2.3.1.2.1 Representatives of NGOs, micro finance institutions, and community 
welfare societies  
 Six (06) interviews were conducted with participants drawn from office bearers 
of NGOs; micro finance institutions; and village welfare societies who oversee the 
welfare of women in the two DS divisions of the study. These institutions mainly 
provide the necessary training and guidance for self-employment and for Small and 
Medium Enterprises (SMEs) about book keeping, local languages, financial assistance 
and information on legal issues. Some provide micro credit loans to women as 
required, such as for housing, employment, children’s education and even to buy 
mobile phones and other household equipment such as gas cookers, refrigerators etc. 
on the agreement of regular repayment of the loan and interest in monthly instalments. 
These loans are analogous to the micro loans offered by the Grameen Bank in 
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Bangladesh that uses the same principle of small groups of women working together 
for self-improvement and empowerment (Rahman 2001).  
All these participants were Presidents of their respective institutions with two 
being politically active. They were middle aged women; three Sinhalese, two Tamils 
and one Muslim. Because of their higher levels of social capital, many became key 
local informants for this study. They were interviewed about the general objectives of 
their organisations, projects and training programs designed to empower women- 
especially those aimed at improving the use and ownership of mobile phones and other 
ICTs. They were also asked about their views, experiences and opinions on female use 
of mobile phones in their communities. (See Appendix 6 for interview schedule).  
4.2.3.1.2.2 Mobile handset vendors and agents 
A total of four (04) participants from the stakeholder group of mobile handset 
vendors and agents from the research sites were interviewed. All four were men 
between youth and middle age. Three had their own shops and one of them was the 
agent for Samsung mobile handset brands in the Trincomalee District. The remaining 
one was an agent for LG Abans- a franchised business chain for electronic and 
communication equipment. 
They were interviewed on the mobile handset-buying habits and user 
behaviours of the local population- especially women in the area. This included the 
purchase and user behaviours regarding external accessories of mobile handsets (e.g. 
hands-free devices, phone covers, screen stickers, back covers etc.); their operating 
systems and features (e.g. music and song uploads, Internet browsers etc.); and other 
services such as mobile unlocking, SIM adjustments, repairs to mobile phones of both 
men and women. They were further asked about the processes followed when selling 
mobile handsets and how they as vendors obtain the handsets to be sold in their shops. 
E.g. From local agents, from overseas via personal contacts. (See Appendix 7 for 
interview schedule). 
4.2.3.1.2.3 Mobile SIM card dealers and mobile payment service providers 
Two (02) female participants from this stakeholder group were interviewed, 
selecting one from each DS division. They offer both pre-paid and post-paid services 
and were authorised to sell SIM cards. They were asked about the available mobile 
payment methods, SIM card buying behaviours of their customers- especially women- 
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and the procedures followed when registering SIM cards. Their experiences as female 
mobile service providers and views and opinions on female mobile users were also 
sought. Additionally, they were asked about the incentives such as commissions, 
special deals and training they are offered by MNOs- especially as female mobile 
service providers in a rural area. (See Appendix 8 for interview schedule).  
4.2.3.1.2.4 Mobile network operators - MNOs (regional and national levels) 
Three (03) participants representing mobile network providers, both at regional 
and national levels in Sri Lanka were interviewed. One interview was conducted with 
the Senior Service Centre Supervisor and the Area Manager of Dialog Axiata, the 
leading MNO in the area. Two other planned regional level interviews had to be 
cancelled as they were not granted permission to participate in the study as per by their   
institutional policy. Two national level interviews could be conducted as planned with 
the Corporate Communication Manager of Dialog Axiata and the Head of VAS of 
Mobitel (Pvt.) Ltd. - the top two leading MNOs in the country. These national level 
interviews were carried out in the capital, Colombo.    
These representatives were interviewed about their new service initiatives, 
improvements available and the present status and trends of their sales figures at 
District and national levels. They were also asked about their programs; packages and 
VAS; training programs on mobile features and facilities; and how the companies have 
created employment and other opportunities for women- especially FHHs- such as to 
become their sub agents to sell SIM cards; and other programs introduced as part of 
their Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) activities. (See Appendix 9 for interview 
schedule).  
4.2.3.1.2.5 Telecommunication Policymakers and Regulators 
An interview was conducted with the Deputy Director –Compliance 
(Surveillance & Quality of Service) of the Telecommunication Regulatory 
Commission of Sri Lanka (TRCSL) to learn about the current statuses of mobile 
communications in the country; steps taken for the future development in the mobile 
industry; and the challenges faced at the regulatory level due to rapid developments in 
mobile technologies and services. (See Appendix 10 for interview schedule). 
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4.2.3.1.2.6 Researchers and experts on mobile phones, gender & ICTs 
An interview was conducted with the Senior Research Manager of LIRNEasia 
(A non- profit organisation dedicated to regional ICT policy and regulation) as they 
conduct research locally and in the Asia Pacific region with special emphasis on South 
Asia, about policies and regulatory procedures that impact the adoption of mobile 
phones, and their use among people of Bottom of the Pyramid (BOP); and 
marginalised populations. This interview facilitated gathering information on policy 
and regulatory aspects that affect the mobile industry; current trends in mobile phone 
use; and its adoption by women and its role in women’s empowerment, on the 
marginalised in society and overall development of the country. (See Appendix 11 for 
interview schedule). 
4.2.3.2 The validity and reliability of the depth interviews  
Before the commencement of original interviews, three interviews were 
conducted as pre-tests or pilot interviews with three volunteer participants of FHHs of 
each ethnicity in order to improve the validity and reliability of the research 
instruments or interview guides (Gray 2009, p. 375; Silverman 2006, pp. 286-7). 
Consequently, a few follow up questions were added to the interview guides and the 
wording and phrasing of some questions changed to fit the setting. For instance, rather 
than asking whether they use pre-paid or post-paid methods to recharge their mobile 
credit balances, participants were asked whether they use ‘cards’, ‘reloads’ or 
‘monthly bills,’ which were the commonly used terms for recharging of mobile 
accounts in the area.  
4.2.3.3 Location and recording of interviews  
The actual location to conduct interviews were decided by agreement between 
the researcher and individual participants. Interviews with FHHs were conducted in 
their living rooms, verandas and gardens of their homes or business premises. This 
was convenient and more comfortable for participants who then felt free to express 
their opinions as many had their infants and small children to look after along with 
other household responsibilities to attend. Few interviews were conducted in the 
homes of local informants depending on their convenience to both the interviewees 
and researcher. Interviews with representatives of other stakeholder groups were 
conducted in their homes, offices in their work places, or shops as applicable 
(Liamputtong 2013, p. 64).  
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Interviews were recorded using a digital recorder with the consent of the 
participants in order for the researcher to pay close attention to what participants say 
during the interviews and maintain the uninterrupted flow of conversation (Kvale 
2007, p. 94).  
4.2.3.4 The interview guides 
Semi structured interview guides with open ended questions were used for the 
FHHs and other participants of different stake holder groups to obtain the necessary 
information to answer the research questions (See Appendices 4, 6 – 11). The 
interview guide for the FHHs included a fact sheet to record the socio-demographic 
details of participants that are vital when interpreting the findings and answering 
research questions (Liamputtong 2013, p. 63; Lofland et al. 2006, p. 17) 
4.2.4 The focus group discussions (FGDs)  
The FGDs in this study were used to investigate the collective empowerment 
of participant women- a method for achieving social and economic empowerment for 
women via women’s organisations or groups in the setting (Huyer & Sikoska 2003; 
Rowlands 1997; Sane & Traore 2009). Tacchi, Kitner, and Crawford (2012) claim that 
the role of mobile phones can be better understood within the contexts of the changes 
taking place in women’s lives due to the actions of local women’s movements rather 
than in isolation.  
4.2.4.1 The sample 
FHH participants for the six (6) FGDs of six to nine participants each (a total 
of 41 individuals) were recruited using purposive sampling to represent all three 
ethnicities in the DS divisions of Trincomalee Town & Gravets and Kinniya. They 
were identified and recruited mainly with the help of local informants and via 
advertisements (see Appendix 12), based on the following criteria: they own or have 
used a mobile phone during the previous three months; and are FHHs.   
In order to increase active participation, free-flow and productivity of the 
discussions, and to avoid the ‘spiral of silence’ (Noelle-Neumann 1985) occurring 
during discussions, membership of FGDs were kept homogeneous as to their ethnicity, 
language spoken, socio-economic status and power within the setting. Therefore, 
recruited participants in each group were pre-existing groups of the community such 
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as neighbours, members of women’s welfare societies and NGOs (Bernard 2013; 
Morgan 1997; Stewart & Shamdasani 2007).  
The socio-economic information of each group is provided below. The groups 
are numbered according to the order in which they were conducted.     
4.2.4.2 Demographic and socio-economic information of the FGD participants – 
FHHs  
4.2.4.2.1 FGD 1 
This FGD was conducted in the DS division of Trincomalee Town & Gravets. 
All nine participants were Tamils and members of a village level women’s welfare 
organisation. Their ages varied between 22 to 57 years, with one of aged 70. All were 
self-employed except one and were mainly suppliers of services for weddings such as 
cakes, clothing, food, chairs etc. Many had their husbands or parents working abroad.  
4.2.4.2.2 FGD 2    
All six members of this FGD, conducted in Kinniya DS division, were young 
Muslim women aged between 18 and 22 years except for one who was 33. They were 
neighbours and friends. Many had their husbands working in the Persian Gulf states 
such as Qatar, Dubai, and Saudi Arabia. None were employed and thus, all depended 
on the remittances of their husbands or own savings.   
4.2.4.2.3 FGD 3   
This FGD too was conducted in Kinniya with seven Muslim women. Their 
ages ranged from 30 to 45 years with one being 22 years old. All were employed with 
many self-employed and members of the village women’s welfare society.     
4.2.4.2.4 FGD 4 
Held in the Trincomalee Town & Gravets, there were six Tamil participants in 
this FGD who were members of a village level women’s welfare organisation. Several 
were war widows and resettled in the area where the discussion was held. Three were 
either self-employed or daily waged labourers.  
4.2.4.2.5 FGD 5     
This discussion was held at a resettled village for victims of the Boxing Day 
Tsunami in Trincomalee Town & Gravets. The six Sinhalese participants were aged 
between 20 and 52 years. Five were widows while the husband of the other was 
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working in the Northern part of the country. Four were self-employed and the other 
two unemployed.  
4.2.4.2.6 FGD 6 
The last FGD was held at a village in Trincomalee Town & Gravets with seven 
Sinhalese participants. Six were aged between 53 and 58 years and another was 31. 
All were self-employed and engaged in businesses related to food such as making 
snacks, lunch packets, sweetmeats, and dry fish. Many were widows while a few had 
their husbands living in other parts of the country for employment.  
4.2.4.3 Location, date and time of FGDs  
As mentioned above, four of the FGDs (with Sinhalese and Tamil ethnic 
groups) were conducted in the DS division of Trincomalee Town & Gravets while the 
other two (with Muslim participants) in the Kinniya DS division. All except one were 
conducted in the living rooms and verandas of one of the group’s participant’s home 
while the remainder was held at a village community centre. Based on their 
convenience, five FGDs were conducted in the late afternoon between 3pm to 6pm 
and the other around 11am- mostly during weekends.  
4.2.4.4 Ethics in conducting FGDs  
FGDs were video recorded with the written consent of participants. Prior to the 
discussions, participants were briefed on the purpose of the study and process of 
conducting FGDs. They were made aware of the confidential issues involved and 
requested to keep the discussions confidential afterwards. However, there was no 
guarantee that all participants followed it. They were provided with the Plain Language 
statement (PLS) and Consent forms and briefed on their rights as participants. (See 
Appendix 13). Incentives could not be provided as generally advised for FGDs as this 
project was not funded but refreshments were provided to all FGD groups as 
customary. Ethical concerns related to the overall project are discussed in detail later.   
4.2.4.5 Conduct of FGDs 
A semi structured interview guide was used for the FGDs and the researcher 
acted as the moderator for all of them. (See Appendix 14 for interview schedule). 
FGDs were held in the local languages of the participants. Therefore, while two were 
conducted in Sinhala, the other four were held in Tamil with the Tamil and Muslim 
participants, with help from interpreters who translated the questions and descriptions 
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of the researcher and responses/questions of participants back and forth. The 
discussions lasted between 45 and 50 minutes.  
Prior to the discussions, the researcher as the moderator described her 
involvement to the area in order to build rapport with the participants (Stewart & 
Shamdasani 2007, p. 93). Afterwards, participants were requested to make a brief self-
introduction as an ice breaker. The stimulus material in the form of four short 
documentary video clips (in English) were shown in every FGDs in order to 
commence, facilitate and enhance the discussions (Stewart & Shamdasani 2007, p. 
92). The details of stimulus materials used are given below. 
4.2.4.5.1 The Stimulus material 
The video clips chosen as stimulus materials were from four documentaries 
made on the use of mobile phones for the empowerment of women and the 
development of rural communities in developing countries. Thus, participants were 
shown two short documentary video clips made on the Village Pay Phone (VPP) 
Program conducted in Bangladesh (Microcredit from Grameen Bank in Bangladesh: 
phone ladies  2008); a short video clip on the use of mobile money services by rural 
Filipinos (Microenterprise access to banking services mobile phone banking for 
microfinance  2006); and another about the use of an app developed in India called 
‘fight back’ to track the location of its user (especially women) who return home late 
from work (Indian mobile phone app aims to protect women against rape  2012). Their 
total duration was about five minutes and the clips were played on the researcher’ 
laptop. They were briefly explained to them in the local languages before playing as 
they were in English.  These were useful for the discussions on the use of mobile 
phones in daily activities of participants and included different viewpoint about the 
potential of mobile phones for individual and group empowerment.  
4.2.5 Languages used for interviews and FGDs   
The researcher of this study is a native Sinhala language speaker. Hence, four 
interpreters/ translators had to be engaged to interview the Tamil-only speaking 
participants of Tamil and Muslim ethnicities depending on their availability and the 
location of the interviews and FGDs. Three were professional translators while the 
other- a native Tamil speaker- was fluent in Sinhala with interpreting experience. Two 
were Tamil females, one a Sinhalese female and the other a Muslim male.  
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During the interviews and FGDs with Tamil and Muslim participants, 
questions asked in Sinhala by the researcher were translated into Tamil language by 
the interpreter and participants’ responses were again interpreted to the researcher in 
Sinhala. Interpreting all conversations into Sinhala was advantageous for better 
understanding of the conversations, minimum levels of confusion and for more control 
of the interviews. However, this does not suggest that the researcher had fully 
understood the actual responses of Tamil speaking respondents because the interpreter/ 
translator is a ‘gatekeeper who has the power to elicit, clarify, translate, omit, or distort 
messages’ (Kaufert & Putsch 1997, p. 72).  
Due to the multi-ethnic social setting of the area, four of the interviews with 
Tamil participants could be conducted in Sinhala as they were fluent in it. Meanwhile, 
being a retired English teacher, one of the interview participants in the Tamil group 
volunteered to have herself interviewed in English. Interviews with other stakeholder 
groups were conducted in all three languages (Sinhala, Tamil or English) based on 
their preferred language.  
The written documents, the PLS, the Informed Consent forms, interview 
guides and advertisements were prepared in all three languages. Original English 
documents, approved by the DUHREC, were translated into Sinhala by the researcher 
as it is her native language and into Tamil language by a professional translator. To 
improve their validity, they were back translated by another professional translator to 
verify whether the last version was similar to the original (Bernard 2013, p. 238). All 
research participants were literate enough to read and understand the PLS and consent 
forms and gave their written consent by signing the individual consent forms 
(Liamputtong 2013, pp. 332-4).  
4.2.6 The field study 
An overt, non-participant observation was conducted on selected DS divisions, 
Trincomalee Town & Gravets and Kinniya- in locations such as mobile phone related 
shops; the participants’ business establishments; homes headed by females; market 
places; town centres etc. to observe and gather data on the general use of mobile 
phones in the region, especially by women. The views and opinions of the public in 
the area on female mobile phone use was also sought. Thus, the field observations 
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enabled the researcher to examine actual social interactions as they occurred and 
understand the changes that may have taken place in the lives of women.  
While in the settings and during the depth interviews and FGDs, the researcher 
could observe and understand the research participants’ actual use of and familiarity 
with the mobile phone. For instance, asking them about the number of contacts (phone 
numbers) they had saved on their mobile phone, the pictures used on the mobile phone 
screen and songs/videos saved, enabled the researcher to observe their level of 
interaction and familiarity with the functions and features of the mobile phone. Their 
actual incorporation of the mobile phone into their family and income-earning 
activities could be observed during the interviews because many of them had their 
mobile phone switched on with them while some made and received urgent calls and 
text messages during the interviews and discussions. It was important for the 
participants to have their mobile phones on in case they received any urgent or 
business calls, during interviews and FGDs.   
The visits to mobile related business premises and regional offices of MNOs 
were useful to learn about the marketing strategies implemented; diffusion patterns 
and mobile phone-related services they provide such as mobile handsets, packages 
offered, recharge payment methods, SIM cards, music/video/apps downloading and 
saving, repairing and unlocking of mobile phones and accessories (phone chargers, 
headphones, memory cards etc.) available for purchase in the area. Additionally, 
promotional programs to sell mobile handsets/SIM cards and their services and 
conduct of awareness programs about mobile phone use were also observed (Lofland 
et al. 2006).   
Informal or casual interviews (Lofland et al. 2006, p. 88) and discussions were 
conducted with people from different stakeholder groups of the research sites such as 
police officers; members of the religious clergy such as priests; government and 
private sector employees; business persons; teachers; and members of the local 
community under study about the use of mobile phones in general in the area and in 
the country. These enabled the researcher to understand the various opinions held by 
the community about mobile phone use by women. Such understandings were further 
enhanced through the casual day-to-day conversations made with the researchers’ 
friends and acquaintances and general observations made anywhere in the setting, 
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because of the high levels of integration and ubiquitous nature of mobile phone use in 
the community.  
A fieldwork journal was maintained to make notes of all observations and 
conversations made during field visits. Brief notes and mental notes made during the 
field visits were expanded after each visit along with own reflections, ideas and 
problems faced during the data collection (Lofland et al. 2006; Silverman 2010).  
Supplementary information relevant to the study such as newspaper articles; 
government gazette notifications; leaflets on mobile phone-related promotional and 
awareness activities were also gathered during the field visits. Photographs and videos 
were also taken of the site as they provide detailed information and deeper 
understandings of the lifestyles, conditions and realities of the research subjects and 
observed settings (Flick 2009, p. 241).  
4.2.6.1 Casing the sites 
Casing the relevant sites was conducted in October 2013 to identify the key 
informants, gatekeepers, potential interview participants and suitable locations for the 
field observation. Informal discussions were conducted with five to six FHHs of the 
three ethnic groups to develop a comprehensive interview guide and gain a preliminary 
understanding of their mobile phone use, the mobile market and to identify the 
different stakeholder groups involved in the mobile industry.  
Even though the researcher was familiar with the setting- especially the Town 
and Gravets DS division, she made several preliminary visits to Kinniya, to identify 
potential gatekeepers, key informants, translators and community organisations 
devoted to women’s welfare, as she was unfamiliar with those aspects in the area 
(Lofland et al. 2006).  
4.2.6.2 Accessing the sites and establishing rapport with relevant gatekeepers and 
key informants  
Gaining entry to the setting was mainly done through personal ‘connections’ 
(Lofland et al. 2006, p. 42) of the researcher (Neuman 2011). This was also suitable to 
the Sri Lankan context -especially in rural and regional areas- which often value 
personal contacts in most areas of everyday life. Thus, existing personal ties, 
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gatekeepers and key informants were identified and used when seeking access to 
specific sites, people and locations.  
The identified gatekeepers and local informants played an important role in 
gaining the researcher access to the research sites and identifying suitable participants 
-particularly in the Muslim community in Kinniya- a community recognised as 
difficult to be entered by a stranger due to its closed, conservative culture- especially 
for women living with no male head of household. Fortunately, the identified local 
informant in Kinniya was also a gatekeeper of this community who was welcomed and 
accepted everywhere including households occupied only by women. Being a 
professional translator, he also acted as the interpreter for interviews and FGDs. Other 
gatekeepers and local informants in the Sinhalese and Tamil communities-mainly 
women- were representative members of their respective communities and therefore, 
were well known and acquainted with most community members. Many gatekeepers 
and key informants were also office bearers of community level organisations in their 
local areas (Lofland et al. 2006, pp. 93-4).  
The gatekeepers and local informants were provided with an ‘account’- a brief 
explanation of the purpose of the study and criteria to be considered in identifying 
potential interview participants and research sites (Lofland et al. 2006, p. 43; 
Weerakkody 2015). Although, the researcher was familiar with the local area, she was 
accompanied by a gatekeeper or local informant who was also the interpreter, to gain 
the trust and acceptance of participants; for her personal safety; security purposes; and 
in accordance with the cultural practices within the site, which does not accept a 
woman travelling alone to meet strangers.  
4.2.6.3 Exiting the site 
On completion of the interviews, FGDs and field study, the researcher thanked 
the participants, gatekeepers and informants and exited the site. Their contact details 
were obtained for any further clarifications or data collection, in case it became 
necessary. Some of them, such as the key informants that represented the community 
welfare organisations, were debriefed about the preliminary findings of the study 
(Lofland et al. 2006).  
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4.2.7 The community forum 
Developing skills, capacities and capabilities of oppressed, marginalised and 
disempowered individuals and groups is one way of making positive change in their 
lives which is also the aim of action research (Brydon-Miller et al. 2011; Stringer 2007, 
p. 20). Therefore, at the end of the field work and data gathering in the area, a small-
scale community forum was conducted by the researcher, involving Dialog MNO and 
local community members. Although it did not specifically target the FHHs, the forum 
included nearly 15 participants who were members of the micro credit organisation- 
the Sanasa Development Bank. However, to qualify as true action research, this study 
should have provided the research participants with a few more and larger scale 
community fora than was actually possible during the limited time and resources 
available to this doctoral study.   
As its first step, the District Manager of Dialog was introduced to the leader of 
women’s welfare society. This allowed him to identify the relevant topics to be 
addressed in the forum and to learn about the (non-identifiable) demographic 
information of the research participants as a group such as their ages, educational 
levels and present levels of mobile phone use. Within a few days, the forum was 
conducted in the premises of the organisation. Based on the preliminary research 
findings, the resource persons - the employees of Dialog- discussed issues such as 
mobile money services; SIM registration and unlocking; call alerts; diversion, frauds 
related to mobile money services and steps to be taken to avoid nuisance calls. This 
session took about an hour and involved the active participation of the participants.  
4.2.8 Ethics of conducting a qualitative research in Sri Lanka 
The project obtained ethics clearance using the National Ethics Application 
Form (NEAF) meant for high risk projects via the Deakin University Human Research 
Ethics Committee (DUHREC) (Reference Number 2014 -125), rather than being 
approved by the Faculty of Arts and Education Human Research Ethics Advisory 
Group (HEAG) as a low-risk project as it involved field observations in remote areas 
overseas. (See Appendix 15 for the Ethics Certificate).   
The researcher attempted to maintain high ethical standards throughout the 
study in accordance with the requirements of the DUHREC and ethical guidelines of 
social research for conducting studies with a marginalised group in a rural society of 
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a developing country. For instance, voluntary participation of research participants 
was ensured throughout the study. Prior to the commencement of the interviews and 
FGDs, participants were briefly explained about the content of the PLS and the 
Consent forms such as their rights as the interviewees, details of the study, what is 
expected of them during the interviews and their right to withdraw from the study at 
any time with no repercussions. (See Appendix 16 for the Withdrawal form)  
Once the participants were provided the PLS and consent forms in their 
respective languages, they read through them and gave their consent via written 
signatures. All participants could read and understand the PLS and Consent Forms. 
(See Appendix 17, 18). A copy of the signed Consent form was given to each research 
participant along with the PLS. They were assured that their identity would remain 
confidential although many admitted that they were not concerned on revealing their 
identity. For organisational participants, consent was sought from the interviewee as 
well as their immediate supervisor/institution. (See Appendix 19)  
During the field study, it became apparent that having a PLS and admitting 
their voluntary participation in signing the Consent form was a novel experience to 
participants because several questioned about the requirement of the process as they 
have not experienced it before while being research participants of other studies. Many 
positively reacted to the process, especially because of the steps taken to maintain the 
confidentially of their information and the transparency of the study.  
Some researchers, especially Western researchers who conduct research in the 
(developing) South, interpret the Consent Form as a way of exerting Western power 
on locals because signing a document can have different contextual meanings such as 
a secret agenda of the government (Silverman 2006, pp. 330-2). Although the 
researcher too had such reservations and hesitation before embarking on the research, 
all participants voluntarily signed them. In general, participants admitted they were 
willing and happy to be part of the study. The participants, their settings and belonging 
such as mobile phones and related accessories were photographed only with their 
consent. The interviews and FGDs were audio/video taped with their permission.   
As a member of the majority ethnic group in addition to being more privileged 
in comparison to the participants and in a position of power within the setting due to 
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her education and employment, the researcher attempted to be neutral and sensitive to 
the viewpoints, cultural practices, values, beliefs, rights and dignity of these ethnic and 
religious minority members. She was also sensitive to the devastating life experiences, 
tragedies, traumas and discrimination faced by the participants in their lives (Flick 
2009; Weerakkody 2015). 
For instance, during depth interviews, several participants of all ethnicities 
became emotional- especially when talking about their responsibilities of being the 
head of the household, their long-distance relationships with their husbands and certain 
hardships they had undergone in the past. At such instances, the researcher patiently 
listened to them without interruption. In some instances, the researcher intentionally 
maintained silence for a while and changed the topic of the conversation. The 
demographic information of the participants, such as age, educational level, and 
monthly income were asked at the end of the conversations given their sensitive nature 
within the setting and context. 
Although, all participants were informed of their right for ‘respondent 
validation’, where interviewees check the interview transcripts, final report or 
summary of findings, none asked for them (Silverman 2006, pp. 291, 328).    
4.2.8.1 Issues of confidentiality 
Confidentiality of research participants and the data they provide was 
maintained using pseudonyms and not divulging their exact locations. Their identities 
were revealed only with their specific consent given via the consent form such as those 
interviewed in their official capacity.    
4.2.9 The researcher and research context 
The researcher became both an insider and outsider to the research context 
because of the similar and different personal experiences and attributes she shares with 
the research participants. On the one hand, she was an insider because of her residence 
in Trincomalee for nearly eight years that included the peak years of the civil conflict 
and the Boxing Day Tsunami. This gave her firsthand experience of their effects and 
the mostly indirect consequences faced by its multicultural population; and an 
understanding of the local society along with its resulting socio-economic changes to 
some extent. She also shares one of the main languages (Sinhala) spoken in the area 
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and possesses a reasonable understanding of spoken Tamil. To some extent, she was 
aware of the ethnic composition, socio-economic status of certain sites, the 
administrative structure and political conditions in the research area. Additionally, she 
was sensitive to the cultural and ritual practices and beliefs (about food, dress codes, 
religious practices and marriage and dowry practices) of each of the three ethnic 
groups within the setting.  
Yet, she did not share every aspect of life with all her research participants due 
to her ‘ascriptive attributes’ (Lofland et al. 2006, p. 23) such as being a female born 
and raised in Kandy- one of the main cities in the central region of the country- and 
belonging to the majority ethnic (Sinhalese) and religious groups (Buddhist) and 
serving as a lecturer at one of the higher educational institutes in the research area. She 
had not undergone many of the challenging or even catastrophic life experiences of 
her participants such as living in refugee camps, fleeing to other parts of the country 
or other countries such as India and resettling in this area after a significant period of 
absence. They have also experienced the consequences and aftermath of the civil 
conflict for nearly thirty years of their lives (Neuman 2011).  
In general, the researcher was welcomed to homes of research participants and 
was offered refreshments at many. She always attempted to appear and behave 
appropriately and acted courteously towards the participants. Before commencing 
interviews and FGDs, she tried to reduce the distance between the interviewees and 
herself and build rapport with them by mentioning her personal involvement with the 
area and the experiences she had undergone in the area. In some cases, the researcher 
was aware and familiar with their workplaces or areas where they have lived 
previously (Neuman 2011, p. 450). As the researcher was culturally sensitive to the 
context, she did not call the participants by their names but addressed them as 
‘younger/elder sister’ or ‘aunt’ as customary in Sri Lankan culture and the general way 
of showing you accept them as equals in social status and respect people based on their 
age. These practices helped create a nonthreatening climate and establish rapport with 
research participants during the fieldwork (Lofland et al. 2006, p. 68). It was also easy 
to build rapport with them because on many occasions, research participants were 
inquisitive of the researcher’s choice of their area as the research site. This was because 
the researcher was studying abroad at the time and her own hometown was very far 
from the research setting.  
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The researcher’s stay in a developed country (in Australia as a student) for 
some time after living most of her life in a patriarchal society in a developing country 
also made an impact on the study, It enabled her to be engaged in dual vision or 
different perceptions on issues such as gender and power imbalances embedded in 
certain practices and beliefs of participants’ everyday life that could have otherwise 
gone unnoticed or unexamined (Shklarov 2007 cited in Liamputtong 2013, p. 335).  
4.2.10 Data analysis methods 
The data collected for this study via field observation, interviews and FGDs 
and documents were qualitative and analysed as detailed below.  
4.2.10.1 The   grounded theory method 
The Grounded theory method (Corbin & Strauss 2008; Glaser & Strauss 1967; 
Strauss & Corbin 1990) is a systematic method of data analysis and constructing 
theories grounded in the data. It is a systematic set of procedures followed to code data 
into named categories to discover patterns among them (Corbin & Strauss 2008). The 
method was used in this study to analyse the transcribed interviews, FGDs and field 
notes made during the non-participant observation. Charmaz (2011, p. 363) claims that 
grounded theory coding strategies allow data to be taken apart and explained as to their 
constitution while data can be sorted, synthesized and summarized. Therefore, these 
strategies demonstrate ‘how people enact injustice and inequality’ in society (2011, p. 
367). This theory takes an inductive approach because it does not start with ‘prior 
assumptions about hypotheses’ testing (Gray 2009, p. 502).  
4.2.10.1.1 Preparation of transcripts 
Interviews were transcribed in Sinhala or translated from Tamil into Sinhala 
by the interpreters. Interviews conducted in English were directly transcribed in 
English. All interviews were transcribed verbatim using Express-Scribe Transcription 
software. After completing each transcript, the respective tape recording was listened 
to review the transcripts. Transcripts were prepared by the researcher herself which 
allowed her to closely listen to the interviewees’ responses, make an initial data 
analysis, preliminarily identify the common themes embedded in them and understand 
the interview situation with its emotional and social aspects. These steps aided in 
improving the reliability of the transcripts of audio and video data (Lofland et al. 2006, 
p. 107; Silverman 2006, pp. 287-8). 
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4.2.10.1.2 Data analysis process 
Initially, the researcher read through several interview transcripts and field 
notes to be familiarisation and identify the possible common categories or themes that 
could be generated from data. Then, as open coding or initial coding - ‘breaking data 
apart and delineating concepts to stand for blocks of raw data’ (Corbin & Strauss 2008, 
p. 195), these categories were conceptually named.  For instance, ‘mobile payment 
methods’, ‘SMS use behaviours’, ‘reasons for using a mobile phone’, ‘current mobile 
handset’, ‘past experiences with mobile phones’, ‘landline telephones’, ‘opinions on 
mobile loans’, ‘constraints on using mobiles’ were some of the common themes 
identified. In all, nearly 40 common themes were identified from the initial coding.  
Then, axial coding was carried out to examine the connections between 
categories and sub-categories of opinions within the themes (Corbin & Strauss 1990, 
p. 13). Sub categories then identified as related to a specific category (1990). For 
instance, the category ‘current mobile handset’ included sub categories such as ‘where/ 
when/ why it was bought, with /by whom, its price, and brand’. At this selective coding 
stage, the categories were compared to identify a core category and to come up with a 
theory or main theme for the study (Corbin & Strauss 2008).  
Research memos to self were written by the researcher at the end of each 
interview based on the observations and reflections of the researcher during an 
interview. Nvivo- a computer assisted qualitative data analysis software (CAQDAS)- 
was used to facilitate the data analysis process of the study in constructing 
themes/codes by coding texts, retrieving them, writing memos and linking them with 
codes and data (Bazeley & Jackson 2013; QSR international 2015).   
 4.2.10.2 Presenting the results /writing the report 
Research findings were represented as a ‘realist tale’ (Weerakkody 2015, p. 
55) or a standard qualitative research report, objectively by the researcher but taking 
the point of view of the participants to depict the findings under the previously 
identified themes and subthemes. Direct quotes from the interviewees were used as 
relevant to illustrate the themes, before analysing and drawing conclusions from the 
overall findings (Van Maanen 1988; Weerakkody 2015). Tables, figures and visual 
images such as photographs are used appropriately to illustrate and give more clarity 
to the findings.   
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4.2.11 Challenges faced during the field study 
Due to their demanding daily schedules, finding mutually suitable dates and 
times for depth interviews and FGDs with FHHs was the main challenges faced during 
this study. This was more marked for FGDs as they required 6-8 participants to be 
scheduled at the same time. As a result, scheduled interviews and group discussions 
had to be cancelled and rescheduled quite often. In some instances, during the depth 
interviews, participants had to pay attention to their daily activities such as cooking, 
feeding children, arranging transportation for children or engage in their income 
earning activities, official duties or community activities.  
Presence of the children, family members and friends were unavoidable in 
many instances. This could be because of the communal culture of the area and 
because often it was their family members, friends and neighbours who helped them 
in taking care of the children and were present in the home at the time. It could also 
because they were curious about what the interviewee would be saying or what was 
going on in the research project, which would have been a novel phenomenon for 
them.  
Another challenge was that many research participants expected incentives or 
financial aid, assuming the researcher was attached to a development agency and hence 
had funds available to her or was well heeled because she was studying abroad. Even 
though the researcher had informed them both verbally and in writing (in the PLS) that 
the project is not funded by any organisation and that participants will not be paid any 
honoraria, many mentioned their financial grievances to the researcher before and after 
the interviews and FGDs. One interviewee wanted the researcher to take down the 
interviewee’s home address and full name while others suggested the researcher 
records their National Identity Card numbers they carried with them. Interestingly, it 
was not only the poor participants who expected a payment, because a potential 
participant- a wealthy, widowed business woman- refused to be interviewed once she 
learnt she would not receive any incentive or reward for her participation. She declared 
that she would not spend her time on an interview when she would not gain any 
personal benefit from it such as a mobile recharge card or other honorarium.  
Another potential participant who volunteered to be interviewed, later refused 
to participate for the study claiming she was unable to find a suitable time for the 
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interview. However, later, the researcher learnt she was suspicious of the purpose of 
the researcher’s visit to her village in Trincomalee, Sri Lanka, as the researcher was 
studying in Australia. Her suspicion of the researcher is understandable because of the 
strong involvement of foreign NGOs in this area and the suspicious actions of some 
of them. However, except for these two incidents, the researcher was fortunate enough 
not to face any other difficulties apart from practical difficulties such as the time 
constraints faced when recruiting the participants for the study.    
4.2.12 Research questions 
The research questions examined in this study are:  
1. For what purposes do female heads of households use the mobile phone? 
2. What constraints if any, do they experience in their day- to-day use of mobile 
phones? 
3. How do socio-economic factors and demographic characteristics of female 
heads of households (FHHs) and telecommunications policies, pricing, 
marketing strategies and technical designs of the mobile handset, influence 
their adoption and appropriation of mobile phones? 
4. How do the anticipated outcomes of the more-than-voice mobile services (such 
as Value-Added Services, mobile money and Internet) offered by the MNOs 
differ from their actual use by these women? 
5.  Do the female heads of households achieve empowerment both individually 
and collectively through the adoption of mobile phones as theorised? 
 
 
The next chapter- Findings and Discussions- will describe the findings of the current 
study outlining them thematically.   
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Chapter 5: Findings and Discussion 
As discussed in the previous chapter on the Research Design, the data 
generated from 30 depth interviews and six focus group discussions (FGDs) with 41 
participants, conducted with FHHs belonging to the three ethnicities; non-participant 
observations conducted at several locations within the setting; and 17 interviews 
conducted with members of other stakeholder groups are analysed and arranged 
thematically in this chapter to answer the research questions.  
5.1 An overview of participants’ mobile phone usage and 
behaviours  
This section discusses the participants’ patterns of mobile phone use and 
ownership; their SIM card use behaviours; and mobile phone expenditures and 
payment-related behaviours, which appear to differ from mobile usage patterns in 
other comparable developing countries or in developed countries such as Australia.  
5.1.1 Ownership of and access to a mobile phone  
Most interview and FGD participants owned their mobile phones. Twenty-
eight (28) interview participants of 30 (93%) had their own mobile phones, and three 
owned two handsets, as shown in Table 5. Meanwhile, 39 (95%) FGD participants 
owned their own mobile phones, while one owned two.  Two Muslim interviewees 
(Subuhani, 31 and Ranooza, 22) and two Sinhalese FGD participants (aged 54 and 63) 
did not own a mobile phone but had access to one belonging to a family member.  
Participants’ high rate of mobile phone ownership contrasts with earlier studies 
on mobile phone ownership by women in other developing countries, including those 
in South Asia. For instance, according to Jouhki (2013) in South India; Tenhunen 
(2014a; 2014b) in West Bengal; Doron and Jeffrey (2013) in India; Tacchi, Kitner and 
Crawford (2012) in Gujarat; a study conducted by GSMA mWomen (2012) in Egypt, 
India, Uganda and Papua New Guinea; and a survey on Afghan women’s access to 
mobile phones (Afghan Women’s Capacity Building Organization & U.S. Agency for 
International Development 2013), a majority of women did not have their own mobile 
phones.  
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In contrast to the findings of several studies which reported women who were 
not allowed to own a mobile phone (GSMA mWomen 2012; LIRNEasia 2011; 
Tenhunen 2014b), several FHH participants of this study, such as Anula (Sinhalese, 
54), Malini (Sinhalese, 50), Kumudini (Tamil, 50) and Benazir (Muslim, 43), were the 
first in their families to own a mobile phone. None appeared to face restrictions within 
the home and family to own or use a mobile phone and had it available to them for use 
at any times. Even during the interviews and FGDs, many participants had their mobile 
phones with them.  
Despite being a patriarchal South Asian country, women’s ownership of and 
access to mobile phones have not been identified as critical issues in Sri Lanka 
(LIRNEasia 2011; Zainudeen, Iqbal & Samarajiva 2010). In the current study 
however, participants were heads of households, often with no adult men living with 
them and many having their own means of income, which explains the discrepancy to 
some extent. The cheaper, Total Cost of Ownership (TCO) in Sri Lanka could also be 
factor shaping the phenomenon. However, the fact that many participants owned a 
mobile phone, despite living in a remote area and belonging to diverse socio-economic 
and cultural backgrounds, is significant.  
5.1.1.1 Type (model) and brand of mobile phones owned and used   
The types or models of mobile phones used by the participants varied from 
basic handsets to the latest smart phones at the time of data collection in 2014. As 
shown in Table 5, eight interviewees owned smart phones (27%) and one- Vanathy, 
34- a Tamil marketing executive, owned two. Eighteen (18) interviewees (60%) owned 
a ‘feature phone’ - with features such as a camera, mp3 player, Bluetooth, and ability 
to store multimedia files and access the Internet - but not with the advanced features 
of a smart phone such as a touch screen, mobile Internet, advanced camera and video 
facilities and ability to download apps, found in iPhones or Samsung Galaxy series. 
Only three (10%) interviewees owned a basic handset, with basic voice and text 
messaging facilities, an alarm clock, radio and phone contact list. The majority of FGD 
participants owned feature phones or simple basic handsets.   
As illustrated in Table 5, the majority of smart phone owners had completed 
their education only up to the junior and senior secondary level and six were 
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unemployed housewives. In contrast, Jouhki (2013) and Tenhunen (2014a) found that 
female smart phone users in India were younger, college educated and employed.  
Participants’ income levels and other demographic characteristics did not 
appear to correlate with the type of mobile phone owned or used. Four participants 
whose monthly income was less than Rs. 30,000 owned smart phones, and five of the 
smart phone users were Muslims. Older participants, such as Karuna and Anula, were 
reluctant to buy smart phones with interactive mobile interfaces- even though they 
earned more than Rs. 50,000 per month and hence afford one, because they preferred 
to press numbers as used in conventional mobile phones. 
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Table 5. The socio-demographic characteristics and the types of mobile phones, brands and the duration of use of interview participants 
Pseudonyms 
of 
participants 
Ethnicity Age Educational level Employment Monthly 
income 
Types of mobile 
phone owned 
Brands of mobile 
phones 
Duration of 
use 
Gayani Sinhalese 38 Tertiary level Gov. employee 50,001 or more Feature & Smart Nokia,  
Sony Ericsson  
12 years 
Nayana Sinhalese 37 Senior secondary Gov. employee 20,001 - 30,000 Feature Chinese made 05 years 
Chamila Sinhalese 30 Junior secondary  Unemployed 20,001 - 30,000 Smart Huawei 10 years 
Anula Sinhalese 54 Collegiate level Employer 50,001 or more Feature Nokia 10 years 
Amila Sinhalese 30 Senior secondary  Unemployed 20,001 – 30,000 Feature  Indian made  08 years 
Ganga Sinhalese 35 Collegiate level Gov. employee 
(retired) 
30,001 – 40,000 Feature Micromax  14 years 
Pushpa Sinhalese 36 Collegiate level Unemployed 20,001 – 30,000 Simple basic  Nokia 1100 07 years 
Malini Sinhalese 50 Senior secondary  Gov. employee 10,000 – 20,000 Feature Nokia 10 years 
Ramya Sinhalese 23 Primary level Unemployed 10,000 – 20,000 Feature Nokia 06 years 
Karuna Sinhalese 57 Senior secondary Private 
employee 
50,001 or more Feature Nokia 06 years 
Vanathy Tamil 34 Senior secondary Private 
employee 
50,001 or more Smart Nokia, Samsung 
Galaxy 
17 years 
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Dharsha Tamil 37 Tertiary level Gov. employee 30,001 – 40,000 Simple basic Nokia 05 years 
Amudha Tamil 48 Collegiate level Unemployed 50,001 or more Feature Samsung 05 years 
Kumudini Tamil 50 Tertiary level Gov. employee 30,001-40,000 Feature & smart Nokia, 
Black Berry X66 
10 years 
Kamaladevi Tamil 66 Junior secondary  Unemployed 10,000 – 20,000 Simple basic Nokia 02 years 
Sivapriya Tamil 46 Primary level Self-employed 10,000 – 20,000 Feature Nokia 03 years 
Nijanthini Tamil 51 Primary level Self-employed 10,000 – 20,000 Feature  Nokia 02 years 
Ambika Tamil 80 Tertiary level Gov. employee 
(retired) 
10,000 – 20,000 Feature Do 06 years 
Pratheepa Tamil 47 Senior secondary Self-employed 10,000 – 20,000 Feature Nokia 07 years 
Rajamathi Tamil 64 Senior secondary Unemployed 10,000 – 20,000 Feature Nokia 05 years 
Fathima Tamil 45 Primary level Unemployed 10,000 – 20,000 Feature Formi  07 months 
Subuhani Muslim 31 Senior secondary Self-employed 10,000 – 20,000 - - 04 years 
Rashida Muslim 20 Collegiate level Unemployed 30,001 – 40,000 Smart  E-Tel  01 and half 
years 
Sameera Muslim 34 Tertiary level Gov. employee 20,001 – 30,000 Feature Nokia 12 years  
Mizra Muslim 35 Senior secondary Unemployed 10,000 – 20,000 Smart  E-Tel 05 years 
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Mahira Muslim 24 Senior secondary Unemployed 10,000 – 20,000 Smart Samsung 03 years 
Azhara Muslim 33 Senior secondary Unemployed 30,001 – 40,000 Smart Samsung 03 years 
Ranooza Muslim 22 Junior secondary Unemployed 20,001 – 30,000 - - 09 months 
Nahla Muslim 33 Junior secondary Unemployed 10,000 – 20,000 Smart  Samsung Galaxy 07 years 
Benazir Muslim 43 Primary level Self-employed 50,001 or more Feature Chinese made 11 years 
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The duration of mobile phone use by participants was not correlated with 
the type of mobile phone used. Smart phone users such as Rashida (aged 20) had 
been using a mobile phone only for about one and a half years while participants 
such as Anula, Benazir and Malini only had feature phones even though they had 
been using a mobile phone for about 10 years. However, nearly all smart phone 
owners in the sample were young, aged between 20 and 40, confirming the findings 
of Jouhki (2013) and Tenhunen (2014a) who observed that smart phone ownership 
in India was more common among younger women.   
  
 
5.1.1.2 Cost of mobile phones 
Many participants’ mobile phones had cost between Rs. 2000 (US$ 14) and 
Rs. 5000 (US$ 34) to purchase. Nokia was the most popular brand with 16 
interviewees (53%) and many FGD participants owning Nokia phones, ranging 
between old models (Nokia 1100) and the latest (Nokia 302). The popularity of 
Nokia phones was ascribed to their durability, reliability and longer battery life, 
also found in India (Doron 2012a, p. 568). 
Several other Indian and Chinese products were used by the participants, 
including Micromax, Do, Zigo, Formi and Green Tel, which target low-income 
mobile users in developing countries. Imported from India, Hong Kong and China, 
these devices are popularly known as ‘Chinese phones’ in Sri Lanka or ‘China 
Fig. 5. (Left to right) Photo of a basic phone, feature phone and smart phone owned by 
study participants. 
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Mobiles’ in India (Doron 2012a, p. 570). In the Sri Lankan context, however, when 
a mobile phone is called ‘Chinese’ or ‘Indian’, it is normally ‘code’ for low price, 
low quality and unreliability.  
 
 
 
 
Participants who owned smart phones described them as a ‘touch phone’, 
‘3G phone’ or ‘a phone with Skype and Viber’, but rarely as a ‘smart phone’. The 
majority owned Samsung Galaxy models, while some owned Huawei, Sony 
Ericsson and Blackberry. Several participants owned Chinese and Indian smart 
phones, such as E-Tel and Micromax, which cost less than Rs. 12,000 (US$82). 
Tenhunen (2014a) found that low cost Chinese-made mobile phones with the 
Fig. 6. The Nokia mobile phone owned by a participant 
Fig. 7. Photos of low cost, Chinese and Indian- made basic and feature mobile handsets 
available for sale in the research site. 
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facilities of a smart phone were popular among mobile users in West Bengal, India, 
because branded smart phones are affordable only to the wealthiest. 
 
 
All participants who had bought their mobile phones had made the full 
payment at the time of purchase. In Sri Lanka, at the time of the data collection, 
none of the MNOs sold mobile phones on plans that required the customer to sign 
a contract for two years, as commonly practised in developed countries such as 
Australia. Apart from the LG Abans’ franchises, mobile phone vendors in the 
setting only accepted direct cash sales.  
None of the participants had obtained a loan to buy their mobile phones 
from welfare or micro finance organisations of which they were members and their 
organisations did not offer any loans for the purpose.  However, the female 
President of Sanasa Development Bank interviewed for the study, had decided to 
provide loans of up to Rs. 5000 (US$ 34) for members to buy mobile phones. Once, 
while the researcher was at the bank, one widowed female member of this bank 
was given a loan of Rs. 3000 (US$ 21) to buy a mobile phone. Due to her limited 
knowledge of mobile phones, the bank bought her a Micromax feature phone and 
taught her how to charge the phone and make and receive calls. Tacchi, Kitner and 
Crawford (2012) found that a female member of a women’s group had obtained a 
loan to buy a mobile phone and had participated in training concerning its 
operation.  
 
Fig. 8. A Micromax – (Indian brand) smart phone owned by a participant. 
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5.1.1.2.1 Sales and use of iPhones 
No research participants owned or used an iPhone due to its exorbitant price 
and the iOS operating system. All mobile phone vendors interviewed were unable 
or afraid to invest the Rs. 133,000 (US$ 905) to purchase an iPhone S5 or Rs. 
162,000 (US$ 1103) for an iPhone S6 that would probably remain unsold, even 
after a period of several months. However, iPhone-related accessories, including 
back covers, mobile interface protectors and unlock services were available as 
Trincomalee is the area with the highest iPhone penetration in Sri Lanka. Many 
locals- especially Tamils- receive iPhones from their relatives living abroad. 
Fig. 9. Smart phones from Samsung, Micromax and E-Tel available for sale in the research site 
Fig. 10. iPhone screen guards (left) and iPhone back covers (right) available for sale in the 
setting 
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5.1.1.3 Specific features 
Many participants used dual SIM portable mobile phones, a feature 
common in basic or feature mobile phones and non-branded smart phones. Mobile 
phones capable of carrying two or three SIM cards were originally designed by 
Chinese companies and, due to their immense success, were later adopted by major 
brands including Nokia (Doron 2012a, p. 577). 
 
 Some participants had looked for mobile phones with back cameras, 
audio/video facilities, radio, mp3 players and portability of a micro SD memory 
card to store photos or videos.   
 
 
Fig. 11. The dual SIM-portable Micromax smart phone (left) and a low-cost Chinese made 
feature phone owned by two participants.  
Fig. 12. A mobile phone that carries a micro SD memory card 
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5.1.1.4 The warranty period 
For many FGD participants, a warranty period for their mobile phone was 
essential, as they were unable to buy replacements if their current devices broke 
unexpectedly or prematurely. One participant expressed relief that her warranty 
card had permitted her to obtain a new battery for her old mobile phone after about 
one year.  
Since their customers specifically ask for warranties- even for cheaper 
models- mobile shop owners stock mobile phones obtained only from designated 
local agents and dealers, legally permitted to import mobile phones into the 
country. These include Samsung mobile phones from John Keells Office 
Automation (Pvt) Ltd of the John Keells Group; Nokia phones from Softlogic 
Communications of Softlogic Holdings PLC; and Micromax phones from 
Metropolitan Telecom Services (Pvt) Ltd, carrying a warranty period of one to two 
years. However, LG mobile phones were becoming popular in the area because 
their warranty covered physical damages for which owners were at fault, including 
dropping phones on the floor, water damage and other breakages.   
The Telecommunications Regulatory Act 1996 (Amended), requires that 
when a licenced mobile phone vendor imports mobile phones, their country of 
origin and International Mobile Equipment Identity (IMEI) numbers must be 
reported to the (Telecommunications Regulatory Commission of Sri Lankan 
(TRCSL) prior to their release into the market, to ensure adherence to technical 
specifications, enabling TRCSL to monitor unauthorised imports and duplications 
of existing mobile phones.  
5.1.1.5 Where participants had purchased or received their mobile phones 
Chamila (Sinhalese, 30), Gayani (Sinhalese, 38), Kumudini and Mahira 
(Muslim, 24) had received their mobile phones from family members, relatives and 
friends who worked or lived in the Middle East and Europe. This enabled them to 
use mobile apps such as Viber, Skype and WhatsApp, designed for transnational 
communication. Kumudini and Sameera (34) - a schoolteacher- had purchased 
their Nokia feature phones from others who had brought mobile phones to sell on 
their return home from Saudi Arabia. Anula bought her mobile phone while on 
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holiday in Singapore and Pushpa, 36- a housewife- had acquired hers when her 
husband had given money to her brother-in-law to bring her a mobile phone from 
Thailand several years earlier.   
Vanathy, Malini and Pratheepa (Tamil, 47) had purchased their mobile 
phones overseas when they worked abroad. During this time, they would bring 
mobile phones home for their family members as gifts and presented their used 
mobile phones to a family member when they left the country again. In general, the 
participants believed that mobile phones brought from abroad were more reliable 
and durable, being the ‘original’ or authentic versions, rather than counterfeits of 
any brand of mobile phone. The GSMA (2010), Horst and Miller (2006) and 
Vancea and Olivera (2013) had observed that individuals living abroad brought or 
sent mobile phones as gifts for relatives back at home in developing countries, as 
confirmed by the findings of the current study. Several young Muslim participants, 
however, had bought their smart phones from Kinniya, even though their husbands 
worked in the Middle East, simply to receive the warranty and have them easily 
repaired at their local mobile shops if required.  
It had become difficult for mobile shop owners within the site to sell mobile 
phones as they did in the past, because many people in the area brought mobile 
phones from abroad for sale on their return as they could make a profit when doing 
so. Sri Lankan customs regulations allow a person to bring up to three mobile 
phones into the country without a vendor licence. However, even though the 
practice is illegal, TRCSL is unable to enforce the law against larger numbers of 
mobile phones so imported due to the outdated regulations of the 1996 
Telecommunications Act (Livera, Deputy Director – Compliance, interview, 25 
February 2015).  
The laws enforced by TRCSL and customer demands for warranties led 
almost all the mobile phone vendors interviewed to say that they disliked going 
abroad to countries such as Hong Kong, Thailand and China to source mobile 
phones directly for sale in their shops, because those mobile phones did not come 
with any warranty. The competitive mobile market in the country however, had 
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enabled even the customers at the BOP to have a choice when buying a mobile 
phone, even with the features of a branded smart phone (Doron 2012a, p. 565).  
The first mobile phone Kamaladevi (66) owned was passed on to her by her 
son when he bought himself a new smart phone. Rajamathi and Nijanthini too 
owned mobile phones bought by their children or ones that previously belonged to 
their children. This confirms the findings of Tenhunen (2014a) and Doron (2012b) 
that, once a new version of a technology is introduced, young men in the family 
begin to use it first and then pass on the older model to women or younger members 
in their families.   
5.1.1.6 Mobile phone upgrading  
Most participants had changed their mobile phones at least once since they 
first began using one. This was not because they wanted to upgrade their mobile 
phone to a new model that had come into the market, but because their existing 
mobile phones had been lost or damaged. This is understandable, as no mobile 
phone plans for handsets were available in Sri Lanka at the time of data collection, 
unlike in other countries offering customers the opportunity to upgrade to a new 
model every two years or so.  
Only Vanathy and Chamila had decided to upgrade their mobile phones 
because they wanted more advanced options. Vanathy had changed her mobile 
phone about 10 times during the 17 years she had been using one, but had bought 
or received her phones as gifts in Dubai where she worked. Her very first mobile 
phone was a Nokia 1012 and, at the time of data collection, she owned two smart 
phones – a Nokia 302 and Samsung Galaxy S4.  
Participants of the first Muslim FGD liked buying mobile phones and had 
bought those that were the same as ones owned by their friends. Interestingly, all 
were smart phone users. They also learned new functions, clarified doubts and 
resolved issues related to their mobile phones with help from one another. These 
findings support Goldstein (2009) and Rogers (2003, p. 19), who found that 
individuals are interested in adopting the devices which are adopted by others who 
are similar to them or are ‘homophilous’. Many other interview and FGD 
participants did not feel compelled to buy more advanced phones than those used 
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by their friends or neighbours. This finding confirms Chabossou et al.  (2009) and 
Rice and Katz (2003) that such social groups do not always have an influence on 
individual adoption and use of mobile phones, due to other factors such as 
affordability and need for the technology.  
Thus, most participants did not intend to acquire a smart phone as a fashion 
trend or status symbol, as found in Handapangoda and Kumara (2013) and 
Tenhunen (2014a). However, some liked owning smart phones if received as gifts. 
5.1.1.7 Owning multiple hand sets 
Three interview participants and one FGD participant (6% of all 
participants) owned two mobile phones each. Gayani- a government employee- 
owned a Sony Ericsson smart phone and Nokia C1 feature phone. Kumudini- also 
a government employee- used a Nokia feature phone and Black Berry X66 smart 
phone, while Vanathy owned two smart phones. One young Tamil FGD participant 
owned a smart phone and a dual SIM portable Nokia feature phone.   
 
 
These participants used their smart phones only for mobile Internet-related 
activities, such as to communicate with family members or clients and watch music 
videos.        
Vanathy: …this [Nokia 302] is just used as a normal phone. I have 
another phone, a Samsung Galaxy Mini, that is for the Net [Internet]. It 
Fig. 13. The smart phone and feature phone owned by Gayani (left) and the smart 
phones owned by Vanathy (right). 
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has a direct connection [Wi-Fi] … that phone is for Skype, WeChat, 
Facebook … this and that …   [Laughs].   
These participants used their smart phones only at home. When leaving home   
for work or other purposes, they took their other cheaper phones with them to avoid 
losing or damaging the smart phones. These behaviours align with past findings 
concerning new pieces of expensive technology, which are carefully protected by 
their owners, at least initially, for fear of damaging or losing them.  
5.1.2 SIM card use behaviours 
The average price of a SIM card in Sri Lanka was as low as between Rs. 
100 (US$ 0.68) and Rs. 150 (US$ 1) at the time of data collection. Under Sri 
Lankan government regulations enforced after the end of civil conflict in 2009, a 
mobile customer could own up of five SIM cards from a single MNOs, allowing a 
single mobile user to own up to 25 SIM cards. Subsequently, figures for mobile 
phone ownership in the population became somewhat skewed, resulting in an 
apparently higher proliferation rate than is accurate.   
The fierce competition among the five MNOs in Sri Lanka to maximise 
their customer bases were observable in the research site, with ‘SIM cards for sale’ 
signs being ubiquitous. Island-wide MNO service points, mobile phone vendors 
and mobile payment providers sell and activate new SIM cards. They are often sold 
or distributed free-of-charge from outlets set up under temporary canopies, 
advertising umbrellas, and door-to-door promotions by MNOs, reflecting the 
highly competitive nature of the market (Leonidou, Katsikeas & Samiee 2002).  
 
 
Fig. 14. Advertising umbrellas, handbills and billboards used by MNOs within the research 
site.   
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MNOs provide a replacement SIM card with the same mobile number 
immediately, if a mobile user loses or damages their existing SIM card. With the 
introduction of micro SIM cards and Nano SIM cards- especially for smart phones- 
SIM card cutting machines have become available almost everywhere SIM cards 
are sold, allowing customers to retain the same mobile number when they upgrade 
their mobile phones. MNO service points too, provide micro or Nano SIM cards 
with the same mobile number.  
With these services and benefits, the SIM card use behaviour among the 
participants was unique and had evolved with their changing life situations, just as 
the MNOs had uniquely tailored their services to suit their clientele.  
5.1.2.1 Ownership patterns 
Even though registering a SIM card is easy in Sri Lanka and takes only a 
few minutes when a customer provides their National Identity Card (NIC), 11 
(37%) interviewees and a few FGD participants- particularly Muslims- (seven of 
ten interviewees) had their SIM cards registered in the names of family members, 
including their husbands, fathers and brothers. This could be due to cultural 
practices preventing Muslim women from leaving their homes by themselves to 
shops. A few other Tamil interviewees- Nijanthini, Amudha and Kamaladevi, and 
several participants in the second Sinhalese FGD- had their SIM cards registered 
in the names of their children, as they considered the children be knowledgeable of 
required procedures. 
Fig. 15. SIM card cutting machines. 
1 7 8  
 
 
Table 6. The number of SIM cards, their brands and mobile payment methods of 
interview participants 
 
A number of participants had used the same mobile number for more than 
five years. Several obtained a second SIM card for the same mobile number when 
they lost or damaged their existing SIM cards. As the leading MNO in the country, 
Dialog was the most popular among the research participants, with 22 interviewees 
(73%) (see Table 6) and about 30 FGD participants (73%) having chosen Dialog 
for their mobile connections due to its wider coverage, customer-friendly service, 
large customer base and that it was the first MNO to enter the local area. 
5.1.2.2 Use of multiple SIM cards 
As illustrated in Table 6, 13 interview participants (40%), and several 
participants in the first two Tamil FGDs used two SIM cards, from two different 
MNOs in dual SIM portable mobile phones. This was mainly because the cost of 
off-net voice calls (Rs 2.00 – US$ 0.01) was twice that of on-net calls (Rs. 1.00 – 
US$ 0.006) in Sri Lanka at the time of data collection. This was a confirmation of 
Zainudeen and Ratnadiwakara (2011).  
Ethni
city 
No. of SIM 
cards used 
Brand of SIM card Payment method 
1 2 3 
D
ia
lo
g
 
M
o
b
it
el
 
E
ti
sa
la
t 
A
ir
te
l 
H
u
tc
h
 
Pre-
paid 
Post-
paid 
Sinhal
ese 
 
05 04 01 06  04 06 00 00 10 -- 
Tamil 
 
08 02 00 09 02 00 01 00 08 03 
Musli
m 
 
03 07 00 07 00 01 09 00 10 -- 
Total 16 13 01 22 06 07 10 00 28 03 
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Nayana: I have Etisalat and Mobitel … in my work place, many have … 
two mobile connections [SIMs]. If I make calls from my Mobitel number 
to an Etisalat number, it costs me a lot ... My mother uses an Etisalat 
number, so, when I talk to her from work, it is easy for me.     
Malini admitted to having recently owned three SIM cards (Dialog, Mobitel 
and Etisalat) on two mobile phones because she worked for an insurance company. 
Thus, she had allocated two of her mobile numbers to her clients to call her and the 
other for family members.  
Pratheepa had a Dialog mobile number to communicate with her husband, 
who also owned a Dialog mobile number and used an Airtel number to talk to her 
relatives in India due to the latter’s lower cost. Amila chose an Etisalat number in 
addition to her Mobitel one at the request of both her husband and mother, both of 
whom worked in the Middle East, as international call costs would be much 
cheaper for them when they called her. Bharti Airtel Lanka being a subsidiary of 
India’s Bharti Airtel, and Etisalat Group a subsidiary of Emirates 
Telecommunications Corporation of the UAE could account for these lower call 
charges.  
Gayani was the only participant who had bought a Dialog Data SIM (a SIM 
card designed to access mobile Internet) for her smart phone to communicate with 
her husband via the Viber app in addition to the regular Etisalat SIM card she used 
on her feature phone. Karuna decided to buy another Etisalat mobile connection 
due to the poor signal coverage of her Dialog connection at her new work location.    
Hence, ‘having separate voice and data network operators’ and 
‘overcoming unreliable or limited network coverage’ were other reasons for the 
participants owning multiple SIM cards (Sutherland 2009; Annafari & Bohlin 
2009; Gamboa and Otero 2009 cited in Annafari & Bohlin 2014, p. 13).  
However, some participants had taken the precaution of acquiring more 
SIMs than necessary for various reasons, indicating an existing practice of giving 
away one’s SIM card to another if another was received free-of-charge.  
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Karuna: I have never taken a SIM card free [because] say, I get one in my 
name and then give it to someone else, and if that person does something, 
criminal … I would be arrested. Those things happen today… After killing 
somebody, if this person left the SIM card taken in my name … I’d get 
caught [laughs].   
Karuna’s fears, even though may appear paranoid, have become a reality for at 
least one person. Dr Mohamed Haneef- a young Indian doctor working in Brisbane, 
Australia- gave his SIM card to a cousin in the United Kingdom, when leaving the 
UK. The cousin later became a suspect for a failed London bomb plot. The SIM 
card was found in the cousin’s home, and Haneef was arrested on 2 July 2007 and 
charged with providing support to a terrorist organisation. He spent three weeks in 
custody and his Australian work visa was cancelled (Law Council of Australia 
2016).   
5.1.2.3 Use of cheaper on-net mobile connections 
As Table 6 shows, nine Muslim interviewees and all Muslim FGD 
participants in Kinniya, owned Airtel mobile connections. Many of them depended 
on Viber and Skype to communicate with their husbands who worked abroad and 
had found that Airtel offering the lowest prices for mobile Internet with recharge 
cards starting at Rs. 20 (US$ 0.15). When they recharged their accounts with Rs. 
199 (US$ 1.35), they could talk to the value of Rs. 500 and receive 1000 free SMSs 
for a recharge card costing only Rs. 25 (US$ 0.17). Airtel- the most popular MNO 
among Muslims in Kinniya- facilitated a reduction in the community’s mobile 
communication costs as they mostly contacted other Muslims. 
A young Sinhalese FGD participant used the MNO Hutch because her sister 
used it and she subsequently received free ‘talk time’ and SMS, while calls were 
charged per second rather than per minute unlike other networks. However, a few 
participants in the same FGD did not worry about others’ mobile connections when 
they needed to make a call. These findings indicate that SIM card use behaviours 
were linked to factors such as cost effectiveness, coverage and brand loyalty.  
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5.1.3 The use of mobile packages 
Fitting with national statistics for pre-paid mobile users (93%), most 
participants were pre-paid users, as shown in Table 6. Only three interviewees 
(10%) and two FGD participants (5%) had post-paid contracts, with one having 
acquired a post-paid as well as pre-paid mobile connection for her two SIM cards. 
5.1.3.1 Pre-paid mobile packages 
The cost effectiveness and convenience of not having to pay a monthly 
fixed amount with additional charges, as with post-paid methods; the ability to 
decide on the amount of the recharge depending on affordability at the time; not 
worrying about being disconnected if they did not recharge for less than three 
months; and the wider availability of pre-paid payment methods were reasons for 
the popularity of pre-paid packages among participants.  
a) Recharge cards 
Once a recharge card is bought, a customer must scratch the card to obtain 
the PIN and follow the instructions provided to enter it (see Fig. 16). The value of 
recharge cards sold, which can be purchased from the local dealers of MNOs, 
ranged between Rs. 20 and Rs. 1000.  
 
Fig. 16. A recharge card of Rs. 50 (left) and its PIN in the back (right). 
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Among the pre-paid users, 20 interviewees (74%) admitted to preferring 
recharge cards as they were ‘easy’ for them. This was because they were widely 
available at affordable prices, unlike reloads or post-paid payment services. One 
female bookshop owner sold recharge cards in her shop as a strategy to attract 
customers.  
 
b) ‘Reload’ methods 
When reloading mobile phone call credits, a user gives their mobile number 
to a designated retailer along with the money required for the top-up. Shop owners 
must buy a bulk (vendor) reload SIM card from each MNO and register them in 
the shop’s name. One shop owner interviewed, topped up her shop’s Dialog reload 
SIM with Rs. 15000 to 16000 at a time, after which she sold reloads to customers 
in smaller amounts as requested.  
While about six interviewees and several FGD participants used both 
recharge cards and reloads, only Dharsha and Karuna exclusively used the reload 
method. Whenever Pratheepa lacked funds, her husband would purchase a reload 
for her, although he worked in another part of the country.  
Fig. 17. Communication centres that provide mobile payment methods and SIM cards.  
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However, many participants disliked reload services due to the lack of their 
availability in local village shops and participants’ reluctance to give out their 
mobile numbers to retailers. When providing their mobile numbers to a retailer, 
which is then entered in a book (see Fig. 18), outsiders- such as shop staff and their 
friends- can get hold of the number and contact and harass the women without their 
consent. This issue will be discussed in detail under the section ‘Nuisance calls’ 
(5.4.1). 
 
c) Recharge cards for mobile Internet and international calls 
Gayani used Internet cards- the recharge cards available for mobile Internet 
with limited free airtime and text messages- to top up the data SIM in her smart 
phone. She purchases normal recharge cards to top up her pre-paid package in her 
feature phone.   
 
Fig. 18. Mobile phones with SIM cards of MNOs used for reloads and a book to 
enter the mobile numbers for reloads at a ‘communication centre’. 
Fig. 19. Pre-paid recharge cards available for mobile Internet. 
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Having a smart phone with one regular SIM card, Chamila bought Internet 
cards in addition to her regular recharge cards when she had to use mobile Internet 
to talk with her in-laws working abroad using Viber. She had used only one Internet 
card, valued at Rs. 100, for the entire month in which she was interviewed, which 
allowed her to talk for about an hour a week. Muslim participants- such as Rashida 
and Nahla- who only used Internet cards to top up their mobile accounts- were 
satisfied with the reduced cost and convenience of using Viber and Skype to 
communicate daily with their husbands who worked abroad.   
Benazir, who did not use Viber or Skype, bought International Direct 
Dialling (IDD) cards (See Fig. 20), designed for international calls with lower 
calling rates and free talk time, to talk to her daughter in Saudi Arabia every other 
day.  
 
Fig. 20. Recharge cards available for international calls known as ‘IDD cards’. 
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5.1.3.2 Post-paid     
Popularly known as the ‘monthly package’ or simply as ‘package’ service 
in Sri Lanka, post-paid arrangements entail a monthly mobile bill sent to the user 
via post or e-mail. The account can be paid online or in person at many locations, 
such as MNO service points, mobile payment retail shops, banks, post offices, 
certain department stores and supermarkets.  
 
The few post-paid package users in the sample- such as Amudha and 
Ambika- liked the control it gave them over their mobile expenses and 
uninterrupted mobile network connection. The post-paid package to which 
Amudha subscribed entitled her to choose five mobile numbers to which she 
frequently placed calls within the same network, including two international 
mobile numbers. She had chosen the mobile numbers of her two daughters living 
in Colombo for their education and those of her husband and brother who lived 
abroad.  
Ambika- a retired government schoolteacher- bought the Upahara 
(Tribute) post-paid mobile package offered by Mobitel for government employees 
because it offered 1000 free minutes to any Mobitel or Telecom landline phone 
each month. Later, Ambika’s daughter could access the mobile broadband facility, 
using a dongle, provided with the same package.  
Fig. 21. A poster appearing at a communication centre announcing ‘Bill payments accepted 
here’. 
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5.1.4 Mobile expenditures  
Table 7. Monthly mobile expenditures, monthly incomes and the income 
earning activities of interview participants 
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10 – 20 00 02 00 03 07 07 02 02 00 01 
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51,000 or 
more 
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Total 01 08 02 05 14 10 06 05 04 05 
Fig. 22. USB modems (dongles) for mobile broadband provided by Dialog and Mobitel 
MNOs.  
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As illustrated in Table 7, the monthly mobile expenditures of interview 
participants ranged between Rs. 50 and Rs. 30,000, and correlated with their 
monthly income levels and income-earning activities. Those who were dependents, 
retired or without a regular monthly income, spent lower amounts of around Rs. 
500 per month. For instance, seven of the unemployed participants, whose monthly 
household income was less than Rs. 20,000, spent less than Rs. 300 per month on 
their mobile phones.  
Ganga (Sinhalese, 35, a retired government employee) stopped using ring-
in-tones which had to be paid for, after retirement from her job as she now earned 
less. Housewife Pushpa curtailed her son’s use of her phone to send SMSs to TV 
reality shows. These behaviours recall earlier findings (Handapangoda & Kumara 
2013) that poverty and financial dependence were the main barriers to achieving 
the full potential of the mobile phone and its features. However, in contrast to 
previous findings, none of the participants in this study perceived mobile 
expenditure as a ‘non-essential household expenditure’ (Handapangoda & Kumara 
2013, p. 378). For instance, the fear of having no credit in her mobile phone makes 
Chamila feel uneasy.  
Chamila: When we feel that there’s no credit on the mobile phone … I buy 
a [recharge] card. Sometimes Rs. 50 is enough for three or four days … but 
… I feel bad when I know that I’ve run out of credit, so, then I quickly buy 
a card [laughs].   
The cost-effective facilities provided by MNOs and the various strategies 
employed by participants enabled them to use a mobile phone, even though some 
spent less than US$ 1 per month.  
5.1.4.1 The use of ‘missed calls’ 
Fathima- a full time housewife and several participants in the first Sinhalese 
FGD- mainly received calls to their mobile phones while hardly making any 
outgoing calls, a practice also found by Tacchi, Kitner and Crawford (2012). Even 
when they wanted to make an outgoing call, they would make a missed call, 
allowing the phone to ring once or twice before hanging up to save mobile costs, 
because the person called would then call them back. As Donner (2007, p. 6), De 
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Silva, Pulasinghe and Panditha (2012) and Samarajiva (2010) also found, many 
participants used ‘missed calls’ for call back purposes or as a signal indicating a 
pre-arranged message, such as ‘I have returned home safely’.  
These practices are examples of the social shaping taking place during the 
adoption of mobile phones discussed under domestication theory (Haddon 2011). 
Anecdotal evidence across the globe suggests that before cheaper or cost-free forms 
of communication such as email, Viber and Skype became available, those unable 
to afford to make overseas calls did the same at a specific time and day of the week 
to communicate that they were safe and well.   
5.1.4.2 The ‘Mobile loan’ 
‘Mobile loan’, a VAS, is a facility provided by MNOs to pre-paid 
customers. It automatically credits customers Rs. 10 to Rs. 100 into their mobile 
accounts when they run out of mobile credit, allowing them to continue their calls 
without interruption. The loan carries a small service charge deducted from the 
account balance the next time the customer recharges. To be eligible for the loan, 
a customer must have used the mobile connection for more than three months. The 
amount loaned increases with the amount of time that the SIM card has been owned 
by the user.  
For example, Fathima, who had owned her present SIM card for about 
seven months, was only able to obtain a mobile loan of Rs. 10, while Dharsha and 
Kumudini received Rs. 100 because they had been using theirs for more than seven 
years. Pushpa and Karuna had obtained the ‘auto loan’ facility (See Fig. 23) that 
enabled them to access the loan whenever they ran out of their mobile credit 
without having to request it.   
  
Fig. 23. Instructions to activate the Automatic loan facility advertised on a recharge card.  
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Since 23 of the interviewees (77%) and most FGD participants used the mobile 
loan service, they were well informed about it and glad they could recharge their 
mobile accounts if they run out of a mobile loan.  
Dharsha: I’ve been using this facility for a long time now, in the past, I was 
given Rs. 30, 40 then 60 and now it’s Rs. 100. I take it every day, so I don’t 
worry about reloads [laughs], whenever I need it, I quickly get it … I use 
it until I must get a reload.  
Gayani and Ganga found the service useful- especially at night- when they 
could not leave their homes alone to visit a shop to purchase recharge cards or 
reloads. Amila could ask for an additional loan for up to Rs. 50 on weekends and 
public holidays in addition to her regular mobile loan of Rs. 40. Malini could obtain 
Rs. 40, Rs. 30 and Rs. 20 loans for her three SIM cards from Dialog, Mobitel and 
Etisalat respectively.  
However, Nayana was unable to receive the loan at the time of the interview 
because she had changed her two mobile numbers less than three months 
previously, due to nuisance calls she received from unknown men (see section 
5.4.1.4). Nijanthini, meanwhile, had faced difficulties using the service because, 
every time she recharged her account with a recharge card of Rs. 50, her account 
balance was indicated as Rs. 18, an amount insufficient to make calls as she wished. 
When she contacted her MNO over the phone to solve this problem, they claimed 
it was from deductions made due to her having used the mobile loan facility.  
Nijanthini: I kept this [mobile phone] like this, I don’t put money … 
because I’m afraid, now for about two months I haven’t recharged this, I 
repeatedly receive messages asking me to reload my account, but I don’t, 
even if I do, there won’t be money, then how can I talk? [laughs]  
It became apparent that, since she had inadvertently requested an ‘auto 
loan’, whenever she ran out of credit, the mobile loan is being activated 
automatically without her knowledge.  
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5.1.4.3 Requesting mobile credit from other users  
Three of the participants- Dharsha, Kamaladevi and Nayana- could send 
and receive mobile credits for smaller amounts (between Rs. 5 and Rs. 50) from 
their frequently called mobile contacts who used the same mobile network. For 
example, Dharsha could send a free SMS to her friends or family members stating, 
‘Call Me’, when she ran out of mobile credit. Due to these facilities and strategies, 
the research participants did not consider mobile expenditures a barrier to their use 
of the mobile phone as found in other developing countries (GSMA Connected 
Women & Altai Consulting 2015; Tenhunen 2014a).  
Vanathy, Karuna, Benazir and Anula, whose monthly mobile phone 
expenditures exceeded Rs. 2000, earned more than Rs. 50,000 in income per 
month. However, Malini- a government sector employee- spent around Rs. 500 per 
day on her mobile phone although she earned less than Rs. 20,000. She may have 
had savings from previous employment abroad, which allowed her to spend such a 
high amount without negatively affecting her financial position. All being divorced 
or widowed women with married children, with the exception of Vanathy, these 
participants were independent and free to make their own financial decisions. They 
did not appear concerned with their expenditure and rarely used the ‘missed call’ 
or any other cost effective strategies. Benazir- a widow aged 68- for instance, spent 
Rs. 100 to 200 per day because she frequently made international calls to her 
daughter in Saudi Arabia. When she was asked the cost per minute for a call from 
Sri Lanka to Saudi Arabia, she said: 
Benazir: I’m not aware of that and I don’t calculate it, I just talk with my 
daughter until I run out of my credit, when it’s finished, it’s finished, that’s 
it …  
Vanathy, who spent over Rs. 30,000 on her mobile communication per 
month- the highest of all the participants- was also unaware of call charges and 
benefits offered by her MNO.     
Vanathy: I don’t care about those things, Dialog has cards valued at Rs. 
100, 500, and even 1000 and 2000. I just buy one after another. I talk to 
people that I need to talk to, that’s it, all done, no tension, I don’t wait for 
1 9 1  
 
 
this or that offer [laughs] … if I’m worried about them [offers of MNOs], 
I’ll have to send this number there and then dial to this service and that 
service ... no, no, I don’t check my balance regularly… no …Those days I 
did check it, because my income was low at the time … now I have enough 
and I don’t expect any benefits from them … [laughs]   
In contrast, participants such as Amudha were well aware of the charges for 
local or international mobile calls. De Silva, Pulasinghe and Panditha (2012) also 
found that women, more than men, who were heads of their households used the 
‘check credit feature’ on their mobile phones. 
In conclusion, the findings on participants’ mobile phone ownership, SIM card 
and mobile package use, and mobile expenditure behaviours illustrate how 
customers in Sri Lanka may interact with the mobile industry and adapt their 
mobile phone use to their everyday realities, demands and needs. Their mobile 
phone adoption patterns emphasise their status as active users who select and use 
the mobile medium to fulfil their specific needs, in alignment with the uses and 
gratifications theory (Katz & Blumler 1974).  
5.2 Uses of mobile phones by female heads of 
households 
Many participants reported using their mobile phones ‘only to talk’ or for 
‘basic conversations’, similar to previous findings with women in India (Doron 
2012b, p. 422; Jouhki 2013). Nonetheless, their responses throughout the data 
collection indicated that they used their mobile phones for a wide range of 
activities. Towards the end of their interviews and discussions, the participants 
acknowledged the mobile phone as highly valuable and integral to their everyday 
lives.  
5.2.1 Use in income-generating activities 
Participants often used their mobile phones to communicate with others for 
their income-earning activities. For instance, due to Kumudini’s role as the 
Graama Niladhari (the government officer appointed to her village), she was 
obliged to share her contact information with all village residents, who often 
1 9 2  
 
 
contacted her throughout the day, seeking solutions to their problems or check her 
availability in her office.   
Kumudini: They tell me things like when a shop is robbed … ‘shop has 
been broken into … two people have taken all the stuff’, like that, when 
someone has passed away … if a child did not return from the school … 
and ask me to inform the police [laughs]. They can’t contact the police 
directly because of the language problem. [A local police station in this 
predominantly Tamil speaking area rarely had officers who spoke or 
understood Tamil and the villagers rarely spoke or understood Sinhala or 
English, which are spoken/understood by the officers].    
When Kumudini needed to call a meeting with villagers, she contacted several 
village representatives and asked them to inform others. She also contacted her 
immediate superior- the Divisional Secretary- or other Graama Niladhari for 
advice on her duties and had the contact numbers of the police, school principal, 
hospital, midwife, public health inspector, development officers and clergy. Hence, 
the mobile phone assisted her to conduct her duties efficiently.   
Vanathy- a divorcee who worked as a marketing and sales executive in 
Dubai- was on home leave during the data collection. However, she continued to 
attend to the requirements of her foreign clients and superiors over the mobile 
phone. She also used her mobile phone to manage her properties and construction 
projects in Sri Lanka.  
Gayani was employed in a government educational institute. Since their 
office telephones were often occupied, she sometimes had to depend on her mobile 
phone: 
... The head office [in Colombo] and [all other relevant officials] ask for 
our personal mobile numbers … when we work on UPF [University 
Provident Fund], he [superior] immediately asks for [it] ... Even the 
pensions unit … because landlines are busy all the time … I’m not sure 
whether this is a new system …      
Nayana and Dharsha- two other government employees- used their mobile 
phones to inform their offices or supervisors when they needed to take leave or 
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would be late for work, while their co-workers would contact them regarding work-
related matters. Since Nayana’s work involved night shifts, she kept her mobile 
phone with her the whole time. Her supervisor would inform her each day of her 
work location, which changed often.  
Nayana: I must communicate often with our supervisors … when my work 
partner is sent to another ‘point’ [work location] [like this morning] … I 
had to call [my work partner] about three times [from my mobile] … she 
has gone to another point this morning …  
Dharsha also cultivated rice fields belonging to her father, which were 
situated quite far from her home, by appointing a manager. When fertilisers or 
pesticides were needed, she would contact several shops in Trincomalee to 
compare prices before making a purchase. She would then send the products via 
public transport and inform the farm manager to collect them at the relevant bus 
stop.  
Many participants frequently used their mobile phones to contact suppliers, 
clients, customers, employees and employers. These included Karuna, a supervisor 
with a construction firm which built roads and lakes; Benazir, a sub-agent for a 
company in Colombo that sent women abroad for work, as well as a moneylender 
and a manager of rental properties; Anula, a hotel, restaurant and bar owner with 
approximately 20 employees; Sivapriya, a small and medium entrepreneur (SME) 
who owned a grinding mill and ran a dairy farm; participants in the first Tamil 
FGD, who were suppliers of goods and services for weddings and other functions; 
and several participants in the second Sinhalese FGD, who worked as suppliers of 
food packs and snack items. Subuhani, a Muslim woman who had been abandoned 
by her husband, sold seasonal fruit to schoolchildren. To facilitate the business, she 
borrowed her younger brother’s mobile phone to contact her fruit supplier- the only 
person she contacted over the mobile phone- about once a week to arrange his 
delivery. Mobile phones saved these participants money and time. Before owning 
or accessing a mobile phone, they had faced difficulties in finding and acquiring 
goods.   
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A participant in the first Tamil FGD, who hired water pumps and portable 
generators, began receiving more orders once she included her mobile numbers on 
the name board displayed in front of her home. Other participants in this FGD, as 
well as Vanathy, Anula and Kumudini, had business cards, name boards, notice 
boards, web sites and magazine advertisements carrying their mobile numbers. 
These forms of advertising helped them to increase their customer bases. However, 
others were unable to use their mobile numbers for these purposes. For instance, 
participants in the second Sinhalese FGD were not allowed to display their mobile 
numbers on meal parcels or food packets because their businesses were not 
registered with the Urban Council in Trincomalee. Sivapriya did not like giving her 
mobile number to unknown individuals, or display it in public for privacy reasons 
(see section 5.4.1.1). 
5.2.1.1 Mobile phones, women’s welfare and micro finance organisations 
Most FGD participants were members of locally-based micro finance and 
welfare organisations that provide monetary loans at low interest rates; the 
necessary goods for self-employment; and skill development programs. To apply 
for and obtain loans from them, participants had formed small groups consisting of 
three to five members. Participants who were members of these groups had to 
maintain communication amongst themselves constantly using their mobile 
phones.  
Benazir- the President (a volunteer position) of the Women’s Welfare 
Society in her village; Karuna- the president of two village welfare organisations 
and an area organiser for a political party; Pratheepa- the secretary of her war-
resettled village welfare society; and other FGD members who were officials, no 
longer had to visit each member of their organisations to communicate information 
because of their mobile phones. They could easily coordinate with their members, 
the government and micro-finance officials. This echoes the reflections of a female 
representative of a women’s organisation in Macueve et al. (2009, p. 26) who 
described her mobile phone as ‘my feet, my work’ as it allowed her to easily contact 
her fellow members.  
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The mobile phone also allowed the women’s organisation created by the 
first Tamil FGD participants to form networks with several other welfare 
organisations in the area. When those organisations conducted skill development 
or awareness programs, they too were notified and invited to participate, as they 
had provided their mobile numbers, confirming previous findings of Tacchi, Kitner 
and Crawford (2012); Traore and Sane (2009).  
5.2.1.2 Mobile phones and seettu  
It became apparent that several participants from all three ethnicities were 
engaged in seettu- a common financial practice amongst Sri Lankans. Seettu is an 
informal scheme where several individuals contribute a specific sum of money 
each month for several months, based on the number of participants – i.e. if six 
people participate, the seettu will run for six months. The group gives the total 
amount collected each month to each participant in turn, as agreed at the 
establishment of the seettu. It is customary for the coordinator of the seettu to be 
assigned the first month while the others participants are assigned their turn by 
lottery. The coordinator collects the money on time each month- generally on 
payday or another appointed day- and gives the month’s total collection to the 
assigned member of the group.  
The mobile phone has become essential in coordinating seettu activity. 
Being a coordinator of a seettu, Amila found her mobile phone helpful for the 
smooth running of the activity: 
Amila: I’d give them [members of the group] a call and say, ‘Do you have 
the money? I’ll come today’, then they’d say either, ‘Okay, come today’, 
or ‘No, don’t come today’ if they do not have the money.  
As a member of a seettu group, Dharsha contacted the coordinator of her 
group for related information while Malini immediately informed her daughter 
after depositing the daughter’s seettu payments from Trincomalee in to her 
daughter’s bank account in Colombo. This practice is similar to the ‘saving circles’ 
practised by market women in Kampala, Uganda (Svensson & Larsson 2015).  
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5.2.1.3 Use of more-than-voice functions in income-generating activities 
Kumudini and Karuna used their mobile phone cameras to take photos of 
their work-related activities, which they added to illustrate the reports that they 
submitted to their superiors. Kumudini would send these photos to her co-workers 
using Bluetooth, when required.  
Nayana benefitted from one of the recorded incoming calls as evidence to 
prove she had followed the directions given by her supervisor and thus protect 
herself and her job in case it led to a disciplinary inquiry later.   
Nayana: Once one of my supervisors asked me to go to a ‘point’ [work 
location] and then when I went there, he told me he didn’t ask me to go 
there and I was asked ‘not to change the point’… Then it became chaos … 
That day I had enabled this incoming call recording ... I just did it, I didn’t 
do it intentionally. But it became so valuable to me that day ... I mean I 
could show that I was not guilty … then I thought I would never take off 
the recording function [laughs].   
5.2.1.4 Mobile phones and banking 
The mobile phone facilitated the banking activities of several participants.   
Anula: … In the past, we [had to] go to the bank to check the account 
balance and other things, but now, they send all those things to [the mobile 
phone as SMS notifications]. So, the things that I had to go and verify [in 
person], can now be checked in [with the mobile phone] … they’ll notify 
me when cheques are deposited to my account.  
Nayana and Amudha could contact the bank over their mobile phones to 
verify whether their salaries or remittances had been deposited in to their accounts. 
Various participants’ husbands, children and other family members who worked 
abroad or in other regions of the country informed the participants once they 
transferred remittances, as found in Potnis (2011, p. 41), Aminuzzaman et al. 
(2002), and Richardson, Ramirez and Haq (2000). Amila used her mobile phone 
frequently to communicate with the bank when organising a loan to build a 
restaurant.   
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These echo the findings of earlier studies on the use of mobile phones to 
support and enhance income-earning activities of women and SMEs in various 
sectors (Bayes, Braun & Akhter 1999; De Silva, Pulasinghe & Panditha 2012; 
Donner & Escobari 2010; GSMA mWomen 2012; LIRNEasia 2011; Roldan & 
Wong 2008; Sundari 2010; Tacchi, Kitner & Crawford 2012; Traore & Sane 2009).  
As discussed by Wallis (2015), Masika and Bailur (2015) and Tenhunen 
(2014b), the current study also indicates that, in some instances, participants were 
unable to widen their professional networks because of the nature of their 
businesses and their status as women living without men in a conservative setting 
(see section 5.4.1.1). Participants such as Nijanthini, who supplied breakfast meals 
for sale to nearby shops; Mahira, a dressmaker; and most of the first Sinhalese FGD 
members, who were self-employed in food and dried fish preparation and ran small 
grocery shops, did not use their mobile phones for their small-scale businesses 
because they did not have a fixed client base or suppliers and often met clients in 
person. Mizra and Fathima, who were making arrangements to go abroad future for 
employment, using an employment agency, did not give their mobile numbers to 
sub-agents as they lived nearby.  
Some participants including Benazir, Anula, Karuna and participants in the 
first Tamil FGD, who were already well positioned, could further enhance their 
economic and social capital via their mobile phone use. However, other 
participants, such as Sivapriya and Nijanthini were unable to effectively benefit 
from their mobile phones to overcome poverty. This supports the contention 
(Chew, Ilavarasan & Levy 2015a, p. 12; Sey 2011) that the mobile phone is not a 
panacea to alleviate poverty because it only provides upward social and economic 
mobility for some women, particularly those who are already privileged due to their 
education and comparatively higher socio-economic status. However, it is 
undeniable that most participants who were engaged in income-earning activities 
did benefit from their mobile phones, either directly or indirectly.     
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5.2.1.5 The mobile industry as an income-earning activity for women  
During the field observations, it became apparent that the mobile industry 
in Sri Lanka offered opportunities for women of all three ethnicities to be employed 
in related businesses. For instance, the female, Sinhalese mobile payment provider 
interviewed was in the business of providing mobile payment services, and sold 
SIM cards and mobile related accessories for nearly seven years. At the time of 
data collection, she was a successful entrepreneur, invited to participate in many 
training programs at different locations conducted by MNOs on how to run a 
successful mobile payment business.  A young Muslim mobile payment service 
provider interviewed in Kinniya had been in the business for about eight years, 
even refusing another employment opportunity in favour of maintaining the current 
position. She used a specific machine (see Fig. 24) for reload payments that allowed 
customers to dial their mobile numbers with the amount of money they wanted 
topped up. She was instructed and trained by Dialog and Airtel representatives on 
their products and services, avoiding the need for her to attend training programs 
elsewhere. Even though Muslim women are not allowed to do business with 
unknown males, her family had allowed her to be engaged in this business as she 
did not have to work in close physical proximity to men. Her cashier’s counter was 
set in a glass cubicle separated from the rest of the shop and another young Muslim 
woman worked as her assistant. Both women handled Dialog and Mobitel mobile 
money and post-paid services. 
 
 
Fig. 24. The machine used to make pre-paid, ‘reload’ payment method by the Muslim female 
mobile payment provider. 
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5.2.2 Coordinating income-earning activities and/or family 
responsibilities  
Being heads of their households, participants also had to attend to the 
responsibilities of their homes as mothers, grandmothers, wives and, in some cases, 
daughters of elderly parents. Mobile phones were essential for them to balance their 
families and income activities.  
Gayani incorporated her mobile phone into her family and work chores, 
insisting that it was used more for family matters than for income earning.     
Gayani: I’m afraid when I’m [at work]. So, I’ll ask whether the child has 
returned home [from school or tuition classes] ... so all those things could 
be done because of the phone, if not, I’d have to take time off work to go 
home to check ... I do it every day … 
Gayani also had to take care of her elderly parents, even though they could 
still look after themselves and her children while she was at work.  
Gayani: … If I don’t have [the phone], amma [mother] would run behind 
me carrying the phone as she can’t [handle most] matters … so, I’m the 
one who must talk [to people] and [check] …  
According to Gayani, she would have been forced to give up her job if she 
did not have a mobile phone when her husband went abroad three years earlier.   
Because of the phone, I can balance things, if not I wouldn’t have 
[continued to work] [laughs], there was a time that I even decided to resign 
from work, [but] I’m not suggesting I didn’t quit because of the phone, but 
I can do things [over the phone] … 
However, Gayani sometimes found it difficult to use her mobile at her 
workplace and was not allowed to take it with her to attend meetings or meet the 
director. Thus, once she returned to her office, she would immediately check her 
mobile phone. This is another example of the reinforcement of existing power 
relations, such as between the employer and the employee, in mobile phone use.   
Vanathy, Nayana and two other Sinhalese and Tamil FGD participants also 
used their mobile phones often to communicate with their elderly mothers who care 
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for their children while they were at work. Vanathy and Nayana contacted their 
daughters’ teachers when their daughters were late to arrive home or were unwell, 
and with regards to parent-teacher meetings. Amila had given her mobile number 
to her sons’ teachers, because her younger son suffered from asthma. Nayana, 
Anula and Amudha often contacted their children who lived in other districts for 
their education. Because Dharsha’s workplace was quite far from her home, she 
kept her mobile phone with her to monitor the well-being of her elderly mother, 
who was home alone. She also maintained her mother’s mobile phone, regularly 
checking its credit limit and battery life.  
Kumudini and Amila had bought basic handsets for their teenaged children 
so they could monitor their children’s whereabouts and well-being. Amila’s mobile 
phone considerably helped her in taking care of two school-going sons, for 
instance:  
Amila: … Yesterday … when we lost my younger son’s school bag, it was 
because of the mobile phone we could find it back … My mobile number 
was on one of his books [as she has asked her sons to write it down in a 
school book], so the manager of the bus depot rang me ... and told me, the 
bus would leave at 6 am from Kinniya and asked me to be by the roadside 
at dawn [to collect it].   
Although the newly resettled village in which the participants of the first 
Sinhalese FGD lived following the Boxing Day Tsunami in 2004 was situated 
about 10 kilometres from their previous village in Trincomalee, their children 
continued attending the same schools as before. They had to take irregular and 
unreliable public transport for a journey of about 45 minutes and their parents often 
worried until their children returned home, especially during the civil conflict. 
Many parents started using a mobile phone because their children could use their 
teachers’ phones to call their parents if they would be getting home late. When 
there were public bus service strikes, participants could ask their relatives living in 
Trincomalee town to pick up their children from school for them. 
A FGD participant: To a great extent, we have been relieved of the burning 
pain we had to suffer in the past because now they [children] can send us 
a message from their teachers’ mobile phones. The feeling we get, it’s 
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indescribable, because such a strange fear comes into our hearts ... it’s so 
valuable …    
While many participants extensively used their mobile phones to 
communicate with teachers or with the parents of other students regarding their 
studies and transportation, 60% of Sri Lankan housewives studied in 
Handapangoda and Kumara (2013) did not contact their children’s teachers on the 
phone because they feared it would be a sign of disrespect. The past civil unrest in 
the research sites and common transportation difficulties they experience could be 
reasons for the participants in this study to contact teachers and tutors more often 
and the practice to be acceptable. 
Given the unpredictably tense security situation of the local region at the 
time, high surveillance of children was not unusual in participants’ families. This 
confirms past findings and theorising about the mobile phone functioning as a 
‘digital leash’ and ‘form of surveillance’ for parents of teenagers or a ‘digital 
umbilical cord’ for both parties around the world (Weerakkody 2009, p. 51).  
5.2.2.1 Transportation coordination 
Due to affordability, availability and convenience, three-wheelers or tuk tuk 
(taxi or auto) had become the common mode of transportation in the area. 
Participants kept the mobile numbers of tuk tuk drivers written down or memorised 
to be able to request their services when needed.   
Amudha: I always keep my phone in my hand, (because) ...I always travel 
in ‘auto’ [three-wheelers], so, after finishing my work, I call an auto to ask 
them to get me … 
Gayani, Chamila, Ganga and Ramya too contacted drivers of three-
wheelers and school buses in which their children travelled to school and tuition 
classes. Participants contacted the railway station, Transportation Board and 
sometimes the drivers of public buses to check availability and reserve seats. Many 
Muslim participants, however, did not need to have the mobile numbers of three-
wheeler drivers because their male relatives living close by owned three-wheelers.    
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5.2.2.2 Contacting health and government services  
Participants used their mobile phones to contact health service personnel 
such as doctors, midwives and nurses when needed. Sameera, Kumudini, Benazir 
and Ganga took down the mobile numbers of doctors interviewed for health 
programs on television. Benazir had contacted one about the pain in one of her legs. 
They also contacted government officials such as the Graama Niladhari or their 
assistants, the Samurdhi officer (a village government officer for welfare services) 
and Divisional Secretariat officers over their mobile phones to obtain relevant 
information.  
Karuna, Malini and Benazir, who were or had been politically and socially 
active and had the contact numbers of politicians, were more knowledgeable on 
government welfare programs and had benefited from them. For example, Karuna 
obtained a loan for a self-employment activity she intended to start in the future, 
while Malini was the beneficiary of government welfare provided for widows, 
unlike other self-employed or widowed participants. This illustrates that 
technology can act to amplify existing inequalities (Toyama 2011) as those who 
already had access to information could gain further access through their mobile 
phone use.   
5.2.2.3 Miscellaneous uses   
Confirming Handapangoda and Kumara (2013), participants of this study 
too used their mobile phones to contact water and electricity services, dressmakers, 
food providers, and to check the availability of gas used for domestic cooking in 
shops. Amudha gave her mobile number to her supermarket so she could receive 
promotional information during the week. Participants also made use of the date 
and time, alarm, calculator and calendar functions of their mobile phones when 
needed.  
Hence, mobile phones facilitated participants’ access to timely and accurate 
information needed for effective decision-making or as a solution to information 
poverty, for essential services such as health and transportation (Bayes, Braun & 
Akhter 1999; Goggin & Clark 2009; Lee 2009; Potnis 2011a). Further, they 
allowed participants to work outside their homes and still be available to handle 
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both work and family matters (Lee 2009; Tacchi, Kitner & Crawford 2012; Traore 
& Sane 2009).  
Participants’ ability to coordinate different aspects of their everyday lives 
empowered them, many admitting that they felt proud and glad they could handle 
‘everything’ and ‘be a man and a woman at the same time’ (Nayana). Hence, as 
Handapangoda and Kumara (2013) argue, the mobile phone expanded their range 
of choices and actions in their daily responsibilities and lives. However, as argued 
by feminists (Hjorth 2008; Rakow & Navarro 1993; Wajcman 1991), participants’ 
duties as responsible mothers, grandmothers and daughters, and the expected 
gender roles for a Sri Lankan woman, were reinforced in their use of the mobile 
phone, in addition to their roles as breadwinners, contributors to the family 
economy and heads of their families. 
5.2.3 Mobile phones for social connectedness and a sense of security   
Participants often used their mobile phones to communicate with family 
members, relatives and friends to coordinate family and work activities (Castells 
2006; Chew, Ilavarasan & Levy 2010; Doron 2012b; Handapangoda & Kumara 
2013; Hoan, Chib & Mahalingham 2016; Jouhki 2013; Moyal 1992; Rakow 1992; 
Tenhunen 2014b); to alleviate loneliness or isolation; for a sense of connectedness; 
and security.  
Ganga lived alone with her three children under the age of six while her 
husband served in the government military. Her husband and mother often 
contacted her, giving her a sense of security and reminding her to check the battery 
life of her mobile phone and to keep it close to her. The mobile phone helped when 
she was home alone, especially when pregnant.     
... I had the number of [one of my neighbours] ... and my mother said, ‘give 
us a call immediately if you feel any pain’.  
However, she described her present life as ‘bored and lonely sometimes’ since her 
husband was away. To alleviate her loneliness, she used her mobile phone to keep 
in touch with about 10 of her friends with whom she had worked while in the 
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military. As well as calling her children and grandchildren, Malini often talked to 
her friends living abroad with whom she had worked in the past.    
Pushpa- a military wife- primarily used her mobile phone to talk to her 
husband who was posted in another region. She spoke to him every day and often 
several times a day.   
… Having the phone is like having him with me all the time, [we share] all 
information quickly, everything that happens, even if I need to go 
somewhere I’ll call and tell him, ‘I’m going there’… It’s easy for me to 
tell him those things because of the phone, then I don’t feel that he’s not 
with me, I feel like he’s with me [her eyes filled with tears while speaking], 
… the phone means a lot for me … my loneliness … it’s like my husband 
is with me, I feel it a lot …  
Rashida, Mahira and Azhara, whose husbands worked abroad, echoed this 
feeling of having their husbands near them due to their mobile phones. In the past, 
Azhara had to run to her next-door neighbour’s home to receive calls from her 
husband. She was pleased to have her own mobile phone now because, 
He didn’t talk at night [in the past], he rang me only during the daytime … 
now he talks ‘anytime’ [laughs] … I only hang up when I’m sleepy … if 
not we talk all the time.    
Since Gayani’s husband worked abroad, she and her children talked to him 
each evening for about two hours using Viber on her smart phone. They activated 
the speaker option so everybody could hear and speak as if they were all in the 
same place. She happily explained how Skype connected her husband with them 
on the Sinhala/Tamil New Year day on April 14, as he could not be home for the 
festival:  
Yes [laughs] … he couldn’t come [home] he sent [photos] of every activity 
he did at the auspicious time [the New Year rituals] at that very moment… 
we also sent him the things we did here … [laughs]. He watched on Skype 
what we did, what the children did, at the time that we were supposed to 
eat he was there with us on Skype, so we did those activities while talking 
to him [laughs]. 
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These experiences show how relationships in transnational families depend 
on long distance communication, bringing a virtual co-presence or connected 
presence and feelings of togetherness to overcome family distance (Madianou & 
Miller 2011). Hence, the mobile phone offered the ‘realism’ and ‘being there’ 
gratifications for the participants, fulfilling their instrumental needs (Sundar & 
Limperos 2013).    
As Amila lived alone with her two sons, her mother, who worked abroad 
and called her every Friday, insisted on her keeping the mobile phone with her all 
the time. During the interview, Amila received about four calls from her friends, 
relatives and neighbours who were concerned of her safety as she was alone at 
home with young children. Amila recalled that:  
This phone ... if I didn’t have it, I wouldn’t go anywhere ... before going 
out I’ll first check if the phone is in my purse … If I don’t carry my purse 
with me, I’ll at least tuck [the phone] in my skirt [laughs]. 
Kamaladevi kept her mobile phone with her always in the pocket of her 
dress as her sons, who lived elsewhere, would become annoyed with her when she 
did not answer calls.   
They shout saying, ‘Why amma, where did you go leaving your phone?’, 
so I take this with me even to the bathroom to have a shower.     
Tacchi, Kitner and Crawford (2012, p. 530) and Doron (2012b) found that 
women carry their mobile phones tucked in to their blouses or under their saris, 
signifying its symbolic meaning in their lives in accordance with domestication 
theory (Haddon 2011). As women’s safety and security are based on social 
relationships such as marriages and family connections (Hyndman 2008; Hyndman 
& De Alwis 2003), participants’ fears of being alone and their feelings of insecurity 
were understandable, and are considered the main challenges FHHs face in Sri 
Lanka.  
As the wives of fishermen, Ramya and Chamila were unable to contact their 
husbands when they were at sea for approximately two months at a time. To ease 
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their loneliness and isolation, Ramya talked to her mother every day and Chamila 
to her mother-in-law, who worked abroad, once a week using Viber.  
The participants in the first FGD, who had resettled in a new village after 
being affected by the Boxing Day Tsunami, felt it was useful to have a mobile 
phone to immediately contact and inform their family members and relatives living 
in Trincomalee town in an emergency, as none lived close to their new homes. 
Similarly, previous studies in India and Nigeria found that learning news from their 
natal families, immediately informing their relatives of happenings and handling 
the arrangements for funerals (of the frequent HIV/AIDS-related deaths in Nigeria) 
in their families were principal uses of the mobile phone for women (Comfort & 
Dada 2009; Tenhunen 2014b).  
The mobile phone has thus become vital in tightening family relationships 
(Wei & Lo 2006) and strengthening social capital (Bourdieu 2001; Handapangoda 
& Kumara 2013; Tenhunen 2014b). The participants’ natal families were the main 
source of support, as found in previous research (Doron 2012b; Handapangoda & 
Kumara 2013; LIRNEasia 2011; Tenhunen 2014b). The mobile phone minimised 
geographical and social spaces for these participants (Ling 2004; Horst and Miller 
2006; Donner 2009), enabling them to contact their loved ones without leaving 
their homes or neighbourhoods (Handapangoda & Kumara 2013; Jouhki 2013; 
Tenhunen 2014a) even though physical mobility was not a barrier to them, except 
for the Muslim women in the sample.  
While women are scolded or ridiculed for maintaining social connectedness 
and providing emotional support through the telephone by men (Moyal 1992; 
Rakow 1992), none of the participants had been scolded for their mobile phone 
because everybody knew its importance as women living alone. Not living with 
their husbands or other adult men could also be a reason for this situation.   
5.2.3.1 For entertainment 
Listening to music and taking photos using their mobile phones has become 
recreational and a way to relieve participants’ loneliness (De Silva, Pulasinghe & 
Panditha 2012; Fortunati & Taipale 2012; Horst & Miller 2006; Law & Peng 2006).  
While Nayana listened to music on her mobile phone when feeling bored at work, 
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Chamila, Malini, Kumudini, Vanathy, Rashida, Fathima and several Sinhalese 
FGD participants listened to music at night when they retired to bed. They had 
music downloaded and stored on their mobile phones at ‘communication centres’, 
paying approximately Rs. 100 for about 100 songs. As also found by Tenhunen 
(2014a) and Jouhki (2013), this was because they were unable to download songs 
using mobile Internet while many feature phone owners had stored music in the 
external memory chips of their mobile phones. Nayana and Malini used the 
Bluetooth facility to receive songs stored in their family members’ and friends’ 
mobile phones. Vanathy was the only participant who watched YouTube videos 
using mobile Internet. Many participants were interested in taking photos and 
videos of their children and places they visited, some of which they sent to their 
family members abroad. Dharsha and Sivapriya had previously dropped their 
mobile phones in to seawater by accident when they were taking photos at the 
beach.  
5.2.3.2 Religion and the mobile phone 
Most Muslim interviewees had Islamic religious songs and prayers among 
the music saved on their mobile phones. Fathima for example, played Islamic 
prayers on her mobile phone every evening and listened to them with her entire 
family.  
Mahira- another Muslim participant- had a few religious letters that spelt 
the word Mohammadu as her mobile interface picture (See Fig. 25).  Malini, a 
Christian, used a picture of Jesus Christ while Vanathy, a Hindu, chose photos she 
had taken of Hindu Gods at famous Hindu Kovils (temples) as their mobile 
interface pictures.  
However, Mizra, Gayani, Rajamathi, Nayana and Benazir had pictures of 
their family members or themselves as their mobile phone interfaces, most of which 
they had taken with their mobile phone cameras. (See Fig. 26).  
It is a common practice today among Buddhists to end their phone 
conversations with Budusaranai (May Buddha bless you) or Theruwan saranai 
(May the triple gem bless you). Christians would end their conversations with Jesu 
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pihitai (May Jesus/God bless you). This is a similar practice among Muslims and 
Hindus as well.  
Even though many participants claimed to take their mobile phones with 
them wherever they went, Kumudini, Rajamathi and two Tamil FGD participants 
did not take them to the Kovil or church or would keep them switched off during 
ceremonies to avoid interruptions. These behaviours indicate how religion had 
shaped participants’ mobile phone usage behaviours.  
 
 
 
 
Fig. 25. Mahira, a Muslim, having religious letters that read Mohammad as her mobile 
interface picture. 
Fig. 26. Benazir had a photo of her grandchildren (left) and an interview participant had an image 
of herself as their mobile interface (right).    
2 0 9  
 
 
5.2.3.3 Calling emergency services 
Participants reported relying more on neighbours in emergencies than 
dialling 119 for police or emergency services.  
Fathima: Since recently, I keep two phone numbers of my neighbours 
[because] I heard that there are thieves in this area … since I live alone 
[with young kids] … we believe [the neighbours] will come to our help [if 
called].   
A participant in the first Tamil FGD would call her neighbours when she 
heard noises outside at night and the neighbours would switch on the outside lights 
of their homes to make her feel safe. One night, Ganga had called one of her 
neighbours after hearing suspicious noises. When asked during the interview 
whether she had contacted the police or emergency services, her mother, who was 
close by listening, interrupted her response. It became obvious that Ganga had 
contacted the emergency police services, but her mother probably did not want it 
mentioned during the interview and replied as follows: 
Interviewer: Have you contacted 119 in an emergency? 
[Ganga’s mother entered to the living room when Ganga was about to 
respond to the question] 
Ganga’s mother: No, right? [Said looking at Ganga] … she hasn’t called 
[the police].   
Ganga: [Smiled at the interviewer] No, I haven’t called. 
It appears that Ganga’s mother did not want her to admit to having called the police 
in an emergency, which makes one wonder if calling the police is considered 
inappropriate or shameful within this research setting.    
However, Malini had used her mobile phone to contact the emergency 
police service to seek protection for her younger daughter during a dangerous 
situation. 
… I’ve contacted 119 ... we had a problem ... My daughter was … about 
to have her wedding. The surrounding of our then home was bushy and a 
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few people came to physically attack her. Only my daughter and I were at 
home so I quickly contacted the police and they came within about 15 to 
30 minutes.        
Kumudini preferred contacting the local police station located near her 
workplace rather than contacting emergency police services on 119 because,  
We called Colombo [on 119], then from Colombo [the capital city, which 
is about 310 kilometres away] they asked ‘Who are you? What is your 
telephone number?’ The [phone number] appears when we talk right, why 
do they ask? 
Living in a resettled area, Pratheepa’s and her neighbours’ homes were 
semi-demolished and several houses in her neighbourhood were still unoccupied. 
(See Fig. 27). Thus, she had many contact numbers for security services. However, 
she too had had a negative experience in contacting the emergency police services.   
It’s said that having a phone is safe because you can call the police. But, 
they won’t come even if we call them.  One day I rang the police and asked 
them to come, but they didn’t … yes, I dialled 119, but we must speak in 
Sinhala [which she does not as she is Tamil]. So, who should we contact if 
we don’t speak Sinhala? When we call they ask us to hang on until they 
can find someone who can understand Tamil, by the time they get ready, 
we have run out of mobile phone credit. 
It appears that calling 119 was problematic, particularly for non-Sinhala 
speakers. They faced the same problem when calling local police stations as well.  
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Many Muslim participants, however, did not depend on outsiders or a 
mobile number in an emergency in Kinniya because their family members and 
relatives lived in the neighbourhood. Where there were several girls in a family, 
their parents would build a house for each of them close to their own home for their 
daughters’ dowries. Participants also used the torch on their mobile phones at night 
when there were power failures or when they had to walk outside in the dark.  
 
 
5.2.3.3.1 Mobile phones and domestic violence 
Sameera recalled how the mobile phone had saved her life when she and 
her husband had fought in their home in the past, as follows:  
At the time, when I had a problem at home, I could quickly contact my 
neighbours because I had my mobile phone with me, because of that only, 
I could escape from the danger that would have happened to me. 
Kumudini- the Graama Niladhari- advised her villagers to report any 
violent incidents to her, including domestic violence in their families or 
neighbourhoods. Similarly, women in Morocco and India have benefitted from 
mobile phones in domestic violence situations because they could inform legal 
centres or natal families of abuse (Lee 2009; Tacchi, Kitner & Crawford 2012; 
Tafnout & Timjerdine 2009; Tenhunen 2008). However, it is not clear how 
effective this has been in preventing later incidents of domestic violence for the 
same women or if it has had any real effect on reducing or preventing its 
occurrence.  
Fig. 27. The area Pratheepa lived near abandoned and semi demolished houses. 
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Safety and the ability to contact family and friends in an emergency were 
found to be the main uses of the mobile phone for women in other studies (GSMA 
mWomen 2012; Jouhki 2013; LIRNEasia 2011; Tenhunen 2014a). The 
respondents in Handapangoda and Kumara (2013) appreciated having the mobile 
phone with them to call the police when they went out.  However, women in Sri 
Lanka are not likely to ask for help from others if they get lost, because doing so 
they may communicate their vulnerability. The participants in this study too 
expressed similar views on the role of mobile phones with regards to their safety 
when away from home.   
5.2.4 Relative advantages 
 Many participants had leapfrogged directly to the mobile phone without having 
a landline in their homes before. Only eight interviewees (27%) and a few 
participants in the first Tamil FGD reported having used a landline telephone at 
home. The majority of female and male heads of households in other Asian 
countries preferred using mobile phones over landline telephones (De Silva, 
Pulasinghe & Panditha 2012). However, this could be due to the affordability of 
mobile phones to most of any country’s population today than landlines were at 
any time in the past in developing countries.     
Gayani’s daily communication with her husband was often been interrupted 
in the past by telephone lines which had been damaged by monkeys- a common 
problem in the area. In such instances, her husband had to make an international 
voice call to her mobile phone, costing him about Rs. 20,000 (US$ 135) per month. 
Once she acquired a smart phone with Viber and Skype, her monthly mobile 
expenditure was reduced to about Rs. 1500 (US$ 10) for her two mobile phones. 
As she spent most of her time outside her home, now she rarely used her landline 
telephone.  
Amila and Pushpa had their telephones disconnected due to non-payment 
of bills and found it more convenient and cost effective to use their mobile phones 
with pre-paid connections, as they did not have to pay a fixed monthly bill 
(Macueve et al. 2009). Some found it easier to use a mobile phone because they 
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could carry it with them in their handbags and could be contacted when away from 
home.  
In the second Tamil FGD, participants remembered having to visit 
‘communication centres’ to use payphones or run to one of the few houses in the 
village with a landline telephone to make or receive calls. One found the mobile 
phone vital to her when her child was admitted to the intensive care unit of the 
hospital at midnight, as she could receive updates concerning the child’s condition 
throughout the night.   
In the past, when she did not have a mobile phone, Pushpa’s only form of 
communication with her husband was via letters. For Malini, the mobile phone was 
very useful in conveying messages immediately rather than using telegrams or 
letters.   
Malini: My husband was a driver and an alcoholic, so I was afraid, to tell 
you the truth, you can’t say what’d happen, now my husband is no more. 
It’s eight years (since) he passed away … from a snake bite … any such 
trouble can occur suddenly … When it happened [her daughter and her 
family] were here [in Trincomalee] … their father died [in Colombo]. So, 
it was easy to have the phone to inform others, in a minute, in a second … 
the phone is invaluable. 
Therefore, as discussed by Rogers (2004), the relative advantage of mobile phones 
compared to other communication methods had led the participants to rely on them. 
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5.3 Use of more-than-voice mobile services 
This section discusses the use of more-than-voice mobile services, such as 
mobile money services, mobile Internet and VAS, particularly ‘ring(ing) tones’ 
(sic), ‘news alerts’ and the use of these services in income-generating activities by 
research participants.  
5.3.1 Mobile Money 
To use a mobile money service, a person registers with their MNO to create 
a mobile money account with a PIN to be used in transactions. This account can be 
topped up with Rs. 10,000 to Rs. 25,000 by a merchant authorised to carry out 
mobile money services. (See Fig. 28).  
According to the regional manager of Dialog for Trincomalee, the uptake 
of eZ Cash mobile money in the region was ‘really good’ because the service 
allowed financial transactions to be undertaken until 6.00 pm at service centres and 
designated shops, unlike banks which closed at 3.00 pm. An authorised female eZ 
Cash and mCash merchant interviewed in Trincomalee town had not noticed any 
gender differences in the adoption of mobile money services. Mostly, parents 
whose children were living at boarding houses (for their schooling) in other parts 
of the country, such as Kandy, Kurunegala and Colombo, sent money to their 
children using mobile money services, similar to findings in Kenya that university 
Fig. 28. A handbill of Dialog on the process to be followed when using mobile money- eZ cash.  
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students received money via M-PESA from their rurally-based parents 
(Morawczynski 2008).  
However, contrary to the views of MNOs and merchants about the 
popularity of mobile money services, only one interviewee and one FGD 
participant used them. Fathima, Rashida, Anula, Mahira, Chamila, Amila, 
Nijanthini, Vanathy, Pratheepa and Kumudini had never heard of the services. 
Pratheepa asked the researcher several questions about its functions and 
procedures, indicating an interest.   
Benazir- a Muslim participant- had subscribed to the service about a month 
previously, persuaded by her business partners in Colombo. Since there was an 
authorised merchant for mobile money services located near her home, she could 
easily carry out her financial transactions using her mobile phone. Even during her 
interview, she received a call from one of her business contacts in Colombo to let 
her know that he had transferred money to her eZ Cash account. A young Tamil 
FGD participant had her mother send Rs. 5000 to 6000 to her eZ Cash account 
from Jaffna.  
Even though Gayani and Malini had not subscribed to a mobile money 
service, they hoped to do so soon. Gayani wished to remit money to her in-laws 
and Malini to her son living in Colombo. Gayani believed this service was useful 
for busy people who found it difficult to visit a bank. It was found that some 
Kenyans stored money in their mobile money accounts, using them like bank 
accounts, because they were too busy to travel to the bank (Morawczynski 2008). 
However, many participants thought the service would not be useful for them 
because they did all financial transactions through banks and appeared to distrust 
mobile money.  
Karuna: My god, I’m not using any of them … that’s a way to lose even 
the ‘cash’ I’ve got in my hand [laughs].  
Dharsha recalled how she escaped mobile money fraud when she received 
a call from a person claiming to be from Dialog, saying she had won the Rs. 
500,000 (US$ 3440) cash prize awarded from a lottery for pre-paid Dialog 
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customers. She was asked to send Rs. 12,000 or Rs. 20,000 to an eZ Cash account 
the same day to claim her prize, but not to contact her MNO for further information.   
Initially, Dharsha was happy about winning the cash prize but felt 
distrustful of the call and sought advice from a friend who suggested she checks it 
with her MNO. The MNO advised her not to send money to any eZ Cash account 
numbers sent to her. When she tried to contact the original caller, she received no 
response. One Tamil FGD participant too had experienced a similar incident.   
The MNOs confirmed that, during the introductory period of mobile money 
services, there were some incidents of fraud carried out by organised groups. In 
response, the MNOs conducted public education campaigns warning customers 
about such fraud. Unfortunately, this caused fear and mistrust of mobile money 
services. Greater knowledge and trust are essential to improve the potential of 
mobile money services. This is because formal banking institutions had been long 
established, highly used and trusted even amongst rural Sri Lankans (Alampay 
2006; De Silva, Pulasinghe & Panditha 2012; Gillwald et al. 2011).       
5.3.2 Mobile Internet use 
Eight interviewees (27 %) and a few FGD participants used mobile Internet 
on their smart phones. In contrast, only 2% of women at the BOP used mobile 
Internet with just 6% aware of the availability of Internet access in their mobile 
phones, as reported by GSMA mWomen (2012). (See Fig. 29).  
Vanathy used many mobile Internet functions including Yahoo Mail, 
Gmail, Viber, Skype and Google along with social media platforms WeChat, 
YouTube, Facebook and WhatsApp. Even during her interview, she received 
several Skype calls and e-mails. She often used Google and Facebook for 
information related to her employment as a marketing executive and her business 
conducted in Sri Lanka, which included real estate sales and leases. She was the 
only participant, however, who described her mobile Internet use without any 
feelings of guilt, qualms or making excuses. 
One of the FGD participants took orders for wedding and cakes and looked 
for new designs on the Internet for ideas. Often her customers would send her web 
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links of the designs they wanted. This situation is analogous to previously recorded 
situations wherein women in some Caribbean countries would ask their local 
seamstresses to follow dress designs worn by American soap opera actresses on 
their favourite shows when commissioning a dress for themselves. Another 
participant who made and sold handmade jewellery had followed some designs for 
handmade jewellery from a video viewed on the Internet. These findings are similar 
to the use of mobile phones for business purposes by Vietnamese brides in 
Singapore discussed by Hoan, Chib and Mahalingham (2016). Yet, unlike in the 
current study, the participants in Singapore had also benefitted from Facebook 
personal pages, free chat apps and e-business catalogues to sell their clothing and 
food. 
 
 
 
Other mobile Internet users, however, only used the mobile apps Skype, 
Viber and WhatsApp. Viber was more popular than Skype, because the process of 
making a call from Viber was the same as making a traditional phone call.  
Chamila, Gayani and Rashida did not use Facebook on their mobile phones, either 
due to lack of an account or disinterest.  
Fig. 29. A handbills of MNOs promoting mobile Internet services – (left to right) ‘Valuable pre-
paid and post-paid packages for Internet and voice calls’; ‘Enjoy 50% off mobile Internet 
charges’; ‘Highest data from the fastest network in Sri Lanka’ (from Dialog post-paid mobile 
data packages); ‘Lowest charges, highest MB’.   
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Gayani: … [I] don’t use it … [I] haven’t tried to use it much, it’s only to 
talk that [I use the phone] … (even though) ... everything is here [on the 
mobile phone including] Facebook …    
Such observations make one wonder, if the social desirability effect was in 
play when most participants were not admitting to spending time on the Internet 
and Facebook, as it may be perceived as wasting time or leading to ‘bad behaviour’ 
by women living alone, just as with ‘nuisance calls’ on their mobile phones (see 
section 5.4.1). The researcher met a woman who had destroyed the laptop of her 
soon-to-be married adult daughter who had disobeyed her by continuing to use 
Facebook, which the woman thought would lead to her daughter developing a bad 
reputation in the community. A female official of a welfare organisation thought 
women in the setting did not want to use Facebook on their mobile phones, but 
admitted to joining Facebook herself on her mobile phone to locate one of her 
school friends.  
Recently, a news report indicated that when a married woman and her 
husband went to the police over a quarrel concerning their Facebook use, the 
woman was advised by the police to not use Facebook on her mobile phone because 
‘she was a mother’ (Neth FM 2016). However, use of Facebook can allow a person 
to remain in touch with a larger friendship circle dispersed around the globe during 
the civil war, common for people in the setting due to overseas employment as well 
as migration; to learn new skills that will be useful in future workplaces; and to 
facilitate education for young people and children. 
Many participants, including Gayani, Rashida, Mahira and Azhara, 
admitted that their male family members or a staff member at communication 
centres had installed apps for them because they did know how to do so themselves. 
Malini did not use mobile Internet because of the extra costs involved. The lack of 
knowledge of English could also be a reason for the limited use of mobile Internet 
by the participants (Handapangoda & Kumara 2013; Hoan, Chib & Mahalingham 
2016; Jouhki 2013; Tenhunen 2014a). Even though Internet-ready phones had not 
transformed the participants into Internet users, they had at least started using a few 
apps out of necessity, in agreement with Katz and Blumler (1974) uses and 
gratifications theory.   
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5.3.3 Value-Added Services (VAS) 
MNOs are interested in VAS because they significantly increase their 
Average Revenue Per User (ARPU). Among the hundreds of VAS introduced by 
MNOs in Sri Lanka, the most popular among the participants were ring-in-tones 
(ringtones).  
5.3.3.1 Ring-in-tones 
Ring-in-tones, offered by all five MNOs, are songs or tunes callers hear 
instead of the standard ringtone before a call is answered. Each MNO refers to the 
service using different terms, such as ‘RingIn Tones’ (Dialog), ‘mTunes’ 
(Mobitel), ‘Welcome Tunes’ (Airtel), ‘call-a-tunes’ (Etisalat) and ‘Hello Tunes’ 
(Hutch).  
In general, mobile users choose a song from the large number of songs 
offered in several languages – Sinhala, Tamil, English, Hindi etc. – which are 
online (as shown in Fig. 30) or as an Interactive Voice Response (IVR) service. 
The service costs Rs. 1.00 per day and is well promoted by the MNOs as one of 
their main revenue generators. During the field observation, a local informant 
ended a call after a few seconds with a smile, saying it was from ‘Bhathiya and 
Santhush’, a popular musical duo in Sri Lanka. Everyone present laughed, because 
they often received such calls from their MNOs with a recorded message or request 
from local singers asking their songs to be used as ring-in-tones. The service was 
a good income generator for local musicians as well, and some specifically 
composed songs, hoping to make them popular as ring-in-tones. In a TV interview, 
a young singer admitted he could upgrade his car with the income earned from a 
song that became popular as a ring-in-tone.   
For a Sri Lankan mobile user, a ring-in-tone is an expression of their self, 
similar to pictures on mobile interfaces, as it is generally perceived that the song 
chosen by a mobile user reflects their taste. While some prefer the latest popular or 
romantic songs, others choose a religious song or one with a meaningful message 
about life. These choices of songs change with seasonal events and festivals such 
as the Sinhala/Tamil New Year, Christmas or other religious holidays. Sometimes, 
the chosen songs reflect the political situation in the country. When the civil 
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conflict officially ended in 2009, a song composed in appreciation of then President 
of Sri Lanka became the most popular ring-in-tone, especially among the 
Sinhalese.   
Many participants were current or past users of ring-in-tones and all 
claimed to have listened to the available list of songs before making their choice. 
They were willing to pay Rs. 30 a month for this service even though they disliked 
‘wasting money’ on news alerts or other VAS. Chamila cheerfully described her 
usage behaviour as follows: 
Yes, I’ve a song, yes [laughs] ... when a new song is released, sometimes 
[laughs] … I change it if I feel like it and it costs around Rs. 30 [per month] 
[laughs]. 
Nayana subscribed to the ring-in-tone service for both her mobile numbers 
and retained the same song even when she changed mobile numbers. While Karuna 
liked the song she currently had, she had been looking for a specific song by her 
Fig. 30. A list of songs available on-line for selection as Ring-in-tones from Dialog. 
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favourite artist and was yet to find it. Vanathy and Sivapriya subscribed to the 
service accidently by inadvertently pressing some buttons. As Amila was unaware 
of the procedure for selecting a song as a ring-in-tone, she was helped to do so by 
her husband and son.  
Gayani preferred the latest hits as her ring-in-tones. Yet, she had recently 
decided to unsubscribe from the service because she sometimes received calls from 
her children’s male teachers. She felt it was inappropriate as a mother to have those 
(e.g. love songs) played to the teachers. Mizra and few FGD participants 
unsubscribed because they used a recharge card of Rs. 25 or Rs. 50 each time to 
pay for the service. Since this service charged one rupee per day for a ring-in-tone, 
it sometimes took up their total mobile credit value, leaving them with no credit 
remaining when they wanted to call someone. Pushpa, who had accidently 
subscribed to the service, took it off as she felt it was a waste of money that could 
otherwise be used for ‘talking’.  
When a participant in the first Sinhalese FGD described in detail the 
procedure to be followed when selecting a song as a ring-in-tone, others began to 
comment that they did not wish to make their MNOs richer. Then the first 
participant said it was her daughter who selected the service, agreeing that it was 
an unnecessary expenditure. This interaction indicated the ‘spiral of silence’ 
(Neumann 1984; Noelle‐Neumann 1974) in action in a focus group (Weerakkody 
2002), which occurs when a group is discussing an issue and the majority takes one 
view, so those with opposing views self-censor to conform to the group norm, to 
avoid ‘losing face’(Goffman 2005) or being humiliated.     
5.3.3.2 News alerts and promotional messages  
Mobile users received news alerts and promotional messages from their 
MNOs via SMS, even though they referred to all of them as ‘news alerts’. Many 
were not interested in alerts and promotional messages, regarding them as 
irrelevant, a waste of money and battery life, and unnecessary as they received the 
same news on television anyway (Zainudeen & Ratnadiwakara 2011). Amudha, 
who learnt about her current ‘efficient and cost effective’ post-paid package from 
2 2 2  
 
 
a message sent by her MNO, had immediately unsubscribed from all her VAS when 
she received a large monthly bill for her mobile use. 
The participants’ lack of knowledge of the English language was also a 
reason for their lack of interest in promotional and service messages. During the 
interview, Karuna received two text messages to her mobile phone and she referred 
to them as follows: 
Karuna: Here they are … they’ve sent … I don’t know how to read them, 
things they send in English, I don’t understand them. I delete them all, good 
or bad. They should have sent them in Sinhala so we could understand … 
We can’t get information even about the things that are beneficial to us. 
Sameera subscribed to a free-of-charge news alert service offered in her 
area viz. the ‘Kinniyan News’. She and all the teachers in her school subscribed to 
the Twitter account maintained by the school principal to receive SMS alerts about 
meetings, functions and other information related to her job.  
The only VAS to which Sivapriya subscribed was an accident-cover 
insurance policy provided by Dialog, because she had had a motor vehicle accident 
few months earlier. The policy offered insurance benefits for accidents or accident-
related death, and a pre-paid mobile user like Sivapriya paid one rupee per day for 
one million rupees in cover. Post-paid account holders were offered up to five 
million rupees for a daily charge of five rupees. Hence, Sivapriya would receive 
Rs. 500 per day in the event of an accident.  
However, in response to the above, MNOs argue that each VAS is created 
targeting a specific segment of the population and hence, it would be unrealistic to 
expect all VAS to be well received by all customers. 
5.3.3.3 VAS for women’s safety 
Participants in the second Tamil FGD were shown a documentary on an 
app designed in India for women’s safety as stimulus material. In response, they 
saw the app as useful because they sometimes travelled home alone after dark. The 
representative from Dialog mentioned an app they had designed to allow women 
to inform five designated individuals of their location if in danger or feeling 
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threatened. The app required the user to dial a simple code, after which an 
automatic message was sent to the five designated individuals indicating the 
woman’s location and the time at which they called.  Despite an initial uptake of 
this VAS when launched, it was not very popular at the time of data collection and 
none of the participants had heard about it. Therefore, it may be something to be 
promoted more actively in the region in the future.   
5.3.4 The Use of the Short Message Service (SMS) 
Only about 37% of participants could use the SMS function, significantly 
fewer than the 70% of participants who could view and 55% who could send text 
messages in Handapangoda and Kumara (2013).  
Malini asked her married daughter to type and send text messages for her 
when needed. Anula’s daughter claimed to sometimes find Anula’s inbox with 
about 500 unread messages, which she had not deleted. Her son recalled instances 
in which around 20 blank messages had been sent from her mobile phone. 
However, Anula checked messages sent by her bank because they were important 
to her business. When asked if she would like to learn this function, she smilingly 
admitted that she felt too lazy to learn or try it.  
As found in previous studies (Donner 2009; Zainudeen & Ratnadiwakara 
2011, p. 43), many participants were unable to use the SMS function because they 
could not spend time typing text messages while attending to domestic chores, 
lacked knowledge of the English language and did not use their English-only 
mobile keyboards or understand mobile technology.  
Karuna: Sending SMSs … I don’t use them ... if we could do them in 
Sinhala, then it would have been better … 
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Those who did send text messages would Romanise their messages using 
their mother tongue- Sinhala or Tamil- as found in Jouhki (2013) and Tenhunen 
(2014a) – an example of domestication of mobile phone technology by users to 
fulfil their needs. Even though Nokia basic handsets came with Sinhala, Tamil and 
English keyboards, none of the participants owned them and those keyboards did 
not accommodate all the letters in the Sinhala/Tamil alphabets anyway. (See Fig. 
31) 
Here the issue of a ‘critical mass’ (Oliver, Marwell & Teixeira 1985) also 
comes into play because it is unlikely for many subscribers to have many contacts 
within their social circles who use SMS, as found in LIRNEasia (2012). The 
prominence of an oral culture among Sri Lankans and their ability to use their 
mother-tongue in voice calling could also be reasons for the lower use of SMS 
(Comfort & Dada 2009). 
In summary, the adoption of more-than-voice services by participants was 
primarily based on the affordability and perceived usefulness of such services in 
fulfilling their needs (Katz & Blumler 1974) rather than participants’ socio-
demographic characteristics.  
Despite the advantages participants enjoyed with their mobile phone use, they 
unfortunately had to face several obstacles when adopting it. The following section 
discusses the constraints many participants had faced.       
Fig. 31. A Nokia basic handset with a Sinhala and Tamil keyboard. 
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5.4 The mobile phone as a mixed blessing 
Receiving nuisance calls from unknown men, which amounted to a form of 
sexual harassment, was the main challenge participants faced as FHHs. Problems 
created by their children, the expected female gender roles and negative community 
perceptions of their use of mobile phones in a conservative and patriarchal society 
followed close behind. Lack of knowledge of mobile technology, theft of mobile 
phones and technophobia were other challenges they faced.    
5.4.1 Nuisance Calls (‘Missed Calls’ or ‘Wrong numbers’)   
Nuisance calls made by strange men constituted one of the main problems 
faced by almost all participants. In Sri Lanka, this practice is generally known as 
‘miss[ed] calls’ or ‘wrong number’ and all female mobiles user of any age would 
have received a nuisance call at least once. This reflects a practice seen in the past 
only in cities to women (and even young men from young women) or as prank 
calls, using landline phones at home. However, with mobile phones becoming 
ubiquitous, it appears to have become commonplace even in regional and rural 
areas for all women such as in the research site.  
These nuisance calls could not be termed ‘prank calls’ because the intention 
of the caller is not to trick someone for fun or in jest, but aimed at building an illicit 
sexual relationship with a woman, particularly those living without a husband or 
an adult male at home. Such nuisance calls had led to numerous problems for the 
participants with several recalling their negative experiences.    
Fathima, a Muslim woman aged 45 with four children, whose husband had 
abandoned her, recalled how nuisance calls led her to have severe headaches during 
the early stages of her mobile phone use. She suspected her neighbours of harassing 
her with those calls and was helpless to do anything about them.  
Fathima: Miss[ed] calls … I get calls, one after another … they talk … I 
don’t know… I tell them ‘wrong number’… but they don’t listen to me.  
 Gayani, aged 38 and a mother of two school-going children whose husband 
worked overseas, said:  
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… That caller didn’t say anything … he just makes a call and keeps on just talking 
… he didn’t talk about anything (in particular) … 
However, Gayani had no idea who the caller was or how he found her number and 
thought the number must have been dialled mistakenly. Amila, 31, with two school-
going children and a husband working abroad, too was not certain whether those 
callers were known to her or not. She thought they had likely obtained her mobile 
number through her contacts:  
Amila: Sometimes, it could be that I give my number to someone … even 
to an acquaintance … then the number can be taken from one of those 
people … I normally give my number to anyone if asked … [because] I 
don’t have to be afraid of anything if I haven’t done anything wrong 
[laughs] … there’s a that kind of general acceptance [laughs].  
Malini 52 and a widow with three married children, explained her 
experience with nuisance calls as follows: 
I receive those miss[ed] calls sometimes, when … asked ‘Who’s there?’ 
and ‘Where are you calling from?’ they’d end the call. Even if I asked them 
not to call again, they’d keep calling from time to time, then I say, ‘wrong 
number’ and hang up … 
Kamaladevi, 65, a separated woman with six children, too had received a 
nuisance call.  
Somebody called me once … from Gampaha [a town near Colombo]. I 
asked him, ‘Who are you?’, then he said, ‘I want to talk with you’, then I 
said, ‘You don’t have to talk with me, you don’t know me, just [hang up] 
the phone’ [laughs] … I don’t know how he got my number or why he 
called me, I don’t even know where Gampaha is … [laughs].  
Pratheepa indicated the responses of the nuisance callers when they were 
asked how they found her mobile number as follows:  
…they [nuisance callers] say they received a missed call from my number, 
or ‘We had your number’, and then I just hang up.   
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A participant in the first Sinhalese FGD recalled her experiences and opinions on 
nuisance calls as follows: 
Now, a new game has started [where] mobile numbers are dialled randomly 
to make a call ... my god, it’s a terrible [problem] … very mean men 
sometimes make such calls [laughs] … they would say ‘Miss, I had a 
missed call on my phone from this number’ …When I am busy, I really get 
angry when I receive such calls …  
As a Graama Niladhari, Kumudini described how nuisance calls had 
become a common problem for many women- especially for widows- in the village 
she worked.      
Kumudini: There are many widows in my village, they go to work and to 
garment [factories] … those women and mothers often complain to me, 
‘My daughter receives nuisance calls every day, it’s so disturbing, nothing 
can be done, here’s the number, please do something …’ 
Karuna- a widow aged 55- had not received any nuisance calls but had 
received an explicit picture message depicting sexual activity. She described her 
experience as follows:  
One day I got a picture message to my phone, I was with my younger sister 
and … it was my elder sister’s son who tried to look at it because I asked 
him to go through my messages and delete the unnecessary ones. Luckily, 
he gave the phone back to me saying that he [had to leave] … then, my 
sister said, ‘Give it to me, I can delete them’ … there was one, an utterly 
filthy message...  
These experiences indicate that many participants were harassed by 
nuisance calls and improper text messages simply because they were women. It 
had become common practice for some men to randomly dial a mobile number and, 
if a woman answered, attempt to start a conversation with her, intending to build 
up a relationship or simply out of boredom.    
Nayana and Vanathy had had their mobile numbers given to men they did 
not know or to whom they did not want them to be given to.  
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Nayana: … Some of our former [female] co-workers had given my mobile 
number to different men when they had asked for it for money, without my 
knowledge. Normally, when a woman is known to be [living] without her 
husband, men request others to get their mobile numbers … [men] look at 
you differently when you’re a widow.  
… Then I received a call and I asked how he got my number. I told him I’d 
go to the police if he didn’t tell me, then he said ‘I gave Rs. 500 to get your 
number’ … and gave the name of the person (who did). That particular 
woman again (had given) my number to someone else a few days ago.  
When Nayana confronted her co-worker about giving her mobile number to 
unknown men, she denied the accusation, even when Nayana had threatened to go 
to the police.  
A man had passed Vanathy’s mobile number to another without her consent 
or knowledge. Interestingly, both were policemen.   
Vanathy: Yesterday, a policeman rang me, I don’t know who he is. This 
was because the day before yesterday I went to the police station to make 
a complaint over a money matter. Then the policeman said, ‘Don’t make 
any inquiries, we’ll talk to him. If he makes a promise to pay back your 
money, we’ll see what we can do ...  If he won’t pay, then you can make a 
proper complaint, so you may go now’. Then this policeman called me 
twice over the phone and I just listened to his messages. I only said ‘okay, 
okay, bye’ and then I simply hung up the phone. So, then he must have 
thought of passing my number to another because he could see that I didn’t 
want to talk to him. So, the person who called me yesterday said, ‘Saman 
gave me your number’. Then I asked him, ‘So, what do you want?’ and he 
said, ‘No, I just asked him to find me a girl and he gave me your number’. 
Then I replied ‘Am I a girl? Did I say that I want a man?’ I said, ‘Just hang 
up and don’t ring me again’ … I shouted at him, yet he rang me again, but 
I didn’t pick up.    
Before her marriage, when Ganga, 35, served in the military, whenever her 
mobile number was given to any of her male co-workers it would be leaked to 
several others, leading to nuisance calls. Hence, it is evident that the participants 
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were vulnerable even within civil institutions that should provide protection against 
sexual harassment, such as the armed services.  
The young Muslim participants however, had never received nuisance calls 
or heard of anyone receiving them. One thought such calls arose only when a 
person gave their mobile number to outsiders, indirectly blaming the victims of 
nuisance calls. One Tamil FGD participant had heard of a woman in the Northern 
part of the country who was murdered after having been summoned to a certain 
place by a stranger over the mobile phone. Here again, it was a case of ‘blaming 
the victim’ or it being ‘due to their own fault’. This argument disregards a woman’s 
right to give out her mobile number to others or her need to do so for work and 
professional purposes and excuses those who harass women with nuisance class.  
The story of the murdered women could be an example of an ‘urban myth’ 
indicating a common phenomenon of the times, related to mobile phone use by 
women, warning them of its dangers. Such myths are common throughout history 
as related to new technologies and other common social phenomena at a given time 
and location. 
5.4.1.1 Limitations imposed on giving out mobile numbers 
The main consequence of nuisance calls is the unnecessary limitations they 
impose on women giving out their mobile number to others. Azhara was on the 
extreme end of the spectrum regarding this practice because only her husband knew 
her mobile number. She believed that giving out her mobile phone to anyone else 
would be inviting ‘trouble’ from predatory men who targeted women living alone.  
Azhara: Even when I just go somewhere, there are men who ask, ‘Where 
are you going? Give us your mobile number’ … [Everybody laughs].  
Azhara further explained her reasons for not giving out her mobile number to 
anyone:   
… My [fellow] villagers know my husband is away, so, by asking for my 
mobile number, they may suggest something else, something bad, I know 
that. So, I think this is much better than all those troubles …  
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Interviewer: So, haven’t got your children’s school teachers asking for 
your mobile number? 
Azhara: Indeed, they have, I have told them, ‘I haven’t bought a mobile 
yet, I’ll give them a number once I get one’ [laughs] … 
Gayani only selectively gave out her mobile number, mainly to her female 
work colleagues and to less than five male colleagues. Hence, her superiors, mostly 
men, called her office landline. Gayani ran a business hiring two vehicles and gave 
her mobile number to their drivers- one of whom was her brother and the other an 
acquaintance. However, she had not given her number to the companies that hired 
her vehicles because she had her brother as an adult ‘man’ in her life. Gayani and 
Azhara made their decisions of their own accord and were not influenced by their 
husbands in any way.  
Even though Malini used to give her mobile number to her clients without 
hesitation when she was a marketing agent for an insurance firm, since her 
husband’s death, she had taken precautions when giving out her mobile number.  
Malini: … People in this area are … not good … we are women without 
our men, so they [men in the area] look at us differently … hope you can 
understand …  
During the field study, a single female friend of the researcher recalled how 
one of her male co-workers had stopped co-operating with her in work-related 
activities because she had not made any calls to him from her own mobile phone, 
despite his repeated requests for her to do so. Instead, she had contacted him using 
her office telephone, as this man was notorious for making inappropriate calls to 
his female co-workers, especially at night. However, her refusal to call him on the 
mobile phone appears to have negatively affected her work processes.     
Pushpa, whose husband worked in another district, also preferred giving 
out her home landline number rather than the mobile number. Sivapriya- a widow- 
did not switch off her mobile phone at night because she had not given her mobile 
number to any outsiders. The participants also discussed some of the strategies and 
phrases they used to avoid giving their mobile numbers to men they did not trust 
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when requested, such as ‘I don’t have a mobile phone’ or ‘I can’t remember my 
number’. As participants in the first Sinhalese FGD jokingly admitted:   
At such times, we suddenly forget our mobile numbers [all laugh] … the 
thing is, you must be practical to live [laughs], if not … it’s very difficult 
for a woman living alone [without her husband].  
Horst and Miller (2006) report that Jamaican women also gave false mobile 
numbers when approached by men, by transposing the digits or making up a 
number to prevent further harassment.  
These findings indicate that the mobile phone has led to workplace and 
other forms of sexual harassment within the setting, indicating the power 
imbalances in this society. Women thus harassed had no recourse and had to bear 
it, fearing further repercussions from men. They could only use tactful or humorous 
strategies to protect themselves.   
Participants also limited buying ‘reloads’, using ‘recharge cards’ instead 
because the shop assistants would not then have access to their mobile numbers to 
pass them to outsiders. For instance, Vanathy recalled a negative experience with 
reloads, as follows:     
Vanathy: Yesterday I got such a call, my brother had obtained a ‘reload’ 
(instead of buying me a recharge card). The caller was asking ‘Who are 
you? Where are you from?’ this and that … then, I get tense… 
Thus, she preferred using recharge cards and only answered incoming calls from 
recognised callers.   
I always have an extra card of Rs. 500 or 200 in my purse, all the time, 
because I don’t use reloads even when in a hurry...    
The risk of having her mobile number leaked to outsiders by vendors was 
one of the main reasons for Subuhani, 31, to not buy a mobile phone for herself.  
Subuhani: If I had a phone and if I topped up a reload, someone would get 
my number … then he’d start flashing me miss[ed] calls, that’s 
unnecessary trouble, that’s why I didn’t buy a phone …    
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The curtailment of the freedoms of these women to buy reloads or a mobile phone 
for themselves reinforces the gender inequality or male power in the research 
setting. Whereas men are free to benefit from all the facilities and services provided 
by MNOs due to their privilege within the patriarchal society, women are 
compelled to avoid the use of certain features to avoid harassment, protect their 
privacy and enjoy their peace of mind.  
A female shop owner, who provided mobile payment facilities, recalled a 
girl coming to her shop for a reload and who read out her mobile number. A male 
customer present at the time had entered the number on to his mobile phone. The 
next morning, the girl’s mother appeared, distressed and with swollen eyes. She 
wanted to go to the police because her daughter had been harassed throughout the 
night by the man using offensive language. The shop owner assured the mother that 
she did not object to her making a formal complaint. The family decided to go to 
the police because the girl’s father was a police officer.  
After this incident, the female shop owner started giving small pieces of 
paper to her customers to write down their mobile numbers. She kept those in a 
bottle, as shown in Fig. 32, for about a week in case reloads did not properly 
activate. When books were provided to write down mobile numbers, men entering 
numbers in it would guess which numbers belonged to women who had made 
entries earlier due to their distinctive handwriting.  
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For some, it was a risk to display their mobile numbers to the public. 
Sivapriya, with her grinding mill business, did not display her mobile number 
anywhere, even if it could attract more customers because,    
… I’m afraid to do so … we are women, right? … there would be a problem 
if the number is displayed, someone can … start flashing miss[ed] calls, or 
call me at night… 
During the field study, a schoolteacher and tutor personally known to the 
researcher was troubled by a nuisance call from an unknown man. She discovered 
that the caller had obtained her number from a billboard advertising her private 
tutoring services.   
Malini disliked lending her mobile phone to anyone, including her children. As she 
reflected: 
 [I’d] ask them to tell me the number and then I’d dial it for them … 
because I’m afraid my number would be leaked to outsiders. So, I only 
[lend] it to those well known to me … 
Karuna refused to lend her mobile phone to those unknown to her for the same 
reason, stating: 
Fig. 32. The bottle used by a mobile payment vendor to store mobile numbers of reloads. 
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… what if he’d [verbally abuse] someone I know well, using my own 
phone? …  
Some participants faced tension in their marriages and relationships with 
outsiders due to nuisance calls. For example, Pushpa was once advised by her 
husband not to give her mobile number to any outsiders because of continuous 
harassment from a nuisance caller, indicating how such practices lead to blaming 
victims, who themselves carry the onus of protecting their mobile numbers and 
from harassment from unknown men.   
Sivapriya worried about accidentally calling an unknown number from her 
mobile phone, which would be interpreted as a nuisance call or as a ‘widow trying 
to contact a man’. She deleted all mobile numbers saved on her contact list and in 
the call history of her phone after an unpleasant experience, and wrote them down 
in her diary, which was cumbersome when she was in a hurry to contact someone.    
… One day, I tried to switch on the torch [on the mobile phone] but the 
ring [call] button had been accidentally pressed and a call was made to the 
local pastor in the middle of the night ... The next day, his wife called my 
number and asked why I made a call to the pastor [laughs] … I said it was 
a mistake …   
A female welfare organisation official recalled several incidents in which 
married couples had divorced and wives had been physically abused by their 
husbands due to nuisance calls.  
5.4.1.2 Not answering nuisance calls 
As a remedy to the problem of nuisance calls, Kumudini, the Graama 
Niladhari, had instructed victims as follows:  
Kumudini: … You don’t answer such calls, only if you answer them, they 
become a problem and create trouble … so you don’t answer such calls, if 
not, you can give those numbers to the police … 
In other words, even the Graama Niladhari, a female official herself, placed the 
blame and the responsibility to report calls to the police on the victims, even though 
the problem should be addressed formally in legal and educational spheres.  Not 
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answering any calls would not always work as they could be urgent calls made by 
a family member or close friend using a different number to their regular one. When 
most of the participants did not use SMS, voice calls were the only way the women 
could be contacted.      
Given the situation of these participants as the sole caretakers of their 
families, however, they found it difficult to ignore all calls coming from unknown 
numbers as suggested by the Graama Niladhari.  
Gayani: I don’t use the mobile a lot, when it rings and rings, if I keep it 
switched off, I can’t receive any other calls, even an urgent one …  
Amila: I answer all … I ask why they called me [because] it could be 
anything … an emergency for a child. Even when I have missed a call, I 
call back and ask why they called …  
Some, such as Dharsha, saved the mobile numbers of these nuisance callers 
as ‘wrong number 1, 2 etc.’ to make sure that those numbers would not be answered 
when they called. Again, this indicates where the women themselves are expected 
to develop strategies to protect themselves from nuisance calls.  
5.4.1.3 Caller block 
Popularly known as ‘blacklisting’ in Sri Lanka, several of the younger 
participants used caller block. LIRNEasia (2011, p. 2) also found that female 
respondents coped with prank calls by using this option. However, as discussed in 
the following section, this option too may be ineffective in some instances.   
5.4.1.4 Changing mobile numbers 
Changing their existing mobile number, often several times, was considered 
the most effective and least troublesome way to escape a nuisance caller. As Ganga 
and Nayana pointed out, this was because callers could recognise when caller block 
had been activated and would use a different phone number to call them the next 
time.  This act symbolises the persistent tension between the powerful – the men 
who attempt to dominate and oppress, and the powerless – the women within the 
setting. Making a complaint to the MNO was impractical as it involved a lengthy 
formal process. 
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When Mizra, 35, had received disturbing calls previously, she broke her 
SIM card into pieces and bought a new one. Once, when Pushpa continually 
received harassing calls, her husband was at home and reacted violently:  
 Finally, my husband broke my SIM card into pieces and put it into 
the stove (hearth) to be burnt [laughs]. He was furious … 
When the husband of a married friend of the researcher was posted to 
another part of the country, she began receiving calls from an unknown man who 
seemed to know her family details and issues. Consequently, she too had to change 
her mobile phone number.  
However, changing mobile numbers does not guarantee the end to nuisance 
calls because the same or other men may obtain a woman’s new number. Again, 
the victims are negatively affected by the loss of SIM cards, having to obtain a new 
mobile number and inform all relevant contacts and institutions, including banks, 
workplaces and educational institutions.  Frequently changing mobile numbers also 
limits a user’s ability to access mobile loan services for which they must wait for 
three months. The amounts they may access are based on the time for which the 
number is held. While victims must negotiate these multiple inconveniences, 
perpetrators are not affected at all and free to continue their harassing behaviour.   
5.4.1.5 Requesting a man to answer nuisance calls 
Nuisance callers- generally men- typically hang up if the call is answered 
by a man. Many interviewees, including Pushpa, Malini and Gayani, requested 
male family members or friends to answer calls received from unknown numbers. 
This indicates to the caller that these women are under the protection of a man and 
therefore not vulnerable. It fits with the underlying basis of a patriarchal society, 
such as in Sri Lanka, that a man protects a woman through marriage or family ties 
(Hyndman 2008; Hyndman & De Alwis 2003).  
Pushpa: … My husband, talked to some of those numbers [and said], ‘This 
is my wife’s phone, so, don’t make any more calls to this number’ … 
Thereafter I wouldn’t receive such calls … 
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However, this strategy did not always work, because Gayani’s husband had 
to contact the MNO and Amila’s husband had to report the callers to the police. 
Furthermore, as not all women will have an adult man available to answer their 
phone in such instances, this is not a universally available choice- especially at 
night- when most nuisance calls are made. 
5.4.1.6 Threatening the caller 
Many had scolded and threatened nuisance callers and hung up hoping to 
stop the calls.  
Amila: I’d ask them not to call me again … I’ve even used dirty 
(expletives) words to scold them … [laughs]   
Fathima and Pratheepa threatened nuisance callers with reporting to the 
police, which appeared to have worked. This is an example of how different 
upbringings of men and women in Sri Lanka are reflected in their mobile phone 
use (Bourdieu 2001). For example, women are trained to speak softly and gently 
and not to use expletives or curse words.  Hence, when these participants shouted 
at the callers using bad language, they resisted male dominance and challenged 
masculinity. Thus, considering those women as ‘tough’, ‘hardened’ or ‘difficult to 
control’, men would avoid approaching them further. On the other hand, however, 
as Azhara stated, ‘If we raise our voice against them (nuisance callers), it can cause 
(further) problems’. For instance, those callers could spread rumours about the 
women who insulted them as revenge.  
5.4.1.7 Making a complaint to the MNO  
The MNOs interviewed had received many complaints from female 
customers about nuisance calls, but were unable to reveal the personal details of 
the nuisance callers to the victims. Instead, customers were asked to make a 
complaint to the police first to obtain a court order. MNOs were only able to reveal 
customers’ details to the police. This was a lengthy and tiring process rarely 
pursued by female customers.    
2 3 8  
 
 
Gayani was an exception in reaching a positive outcome by making a 
complaint to her MNO. However, her husband was home on leave at the time and 
had an influential friend with connections at the particular MNO.   
Gayani: … My husband quickly went to that ‘communication centre’ and 
gave the number to his friend [working there], who [probably illegally] 
gave him the caller’s details ... I don’t know what happened next, but, 
thereafter I didn’t receive any calls from that number.   
Nayana was able to block a nuisance call number with help from her MNO. 
However, she was charged a monthly fee of Rs. 30 and after realising they had been 
blocked, the nuisance calls resumed with the caller using different phone numbers. 
Finally, Nayana changed her mobile number.  
5.4.1.8 Seeking redress from authorities 
Once a court order is obtained to access the personal details of an alleged 
nuisance caller from the MNO, the police can arrest the suspect or they may be 
bailed directly by the court.  
The offence is recorded by the Minor Offences or Child and Women’s 
Divisions. Complaints are investigated under section 345 on sexual harassment, 
section 386 on criminal misappropriation of property and section 483 on criminal 
intimidation, insult, and annoyance of the Penal Code of Sri Lanka. If the accused 
is found guilty, they face imprisonment of two to five years or may be required to 
pay a fine or damages. If a complaint is made after a threat to life over the mobile 
phone, it is investigated under the guidelines of section 486 of the Penal Code and 
cannot be withdrawn or settled out of court.    
Amila, who was the only participant who had made a complaint to the 
police about a nuisance caller, recalled:   
One day, I received one of those calls repeatedly. Then, my husband talked 
to the caller and scolded him but still he kept calling me. Then my husband 
made a complaint to the police. They came to our place to get more details 
on that nuisance call, the mobile number, times I received the calls ... then 
the police had made a call and scolded him...  
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After the police intervention, the caller stopped harassing her.    
An interviewed female politician, also the leader of a women’s 
organisation, had made a complaint to the police when she was harassed by a 
nuisance caller. The police found the caller and he was punished. However, she 
agreed that an average woman would not be able to do the same, indicating that 
even the law favours the powerful.    
Despite the ubiquitous nature of the problem, only 22 complaints were 
recorded in 2014 in all 11 police divisions in the district to the Child and Women 
Division in the Police Head Quarters of Trincomalee. Most were from Tamil, 
female mobile users and six were resolved. The officer-in-charge admitted that 
most women harassed by nuisance callers were reluctant to come forward.  
This could be because of the general acceptance in Sri Lanka that a ‘good 
woman’ should not step into a police station- especially alone- without being 
accompanied by a man. As experienced by Vanathy, police stations are patriarchal 
institutions and carry a high risk, especially to a single woman. Amidst their busy 
schedules, many women are unable to take the time or trouble to officially making 
a complaint to the police. Furthermore, as Kumudini, the Graama Niladhari, 
mentioned, some nuisance callers would blame the victimised woman, claiming, 
‘It was this woman who gave me her number asking me to call her’, when they 
were summoned by the police for the investigation, making it a ‘she said, he said’ 
situation.   
Hence, the research participants and Sri Lankan female mobile users in 
general are faced with a ‘damned if you do and damned if you don’t’ situation. 
Women receiving nuisance calls face a dilemma about how to respond. Participants 
were aware that they are vulnerable because they were women living without their 
husbands, and hence were looked at differently, as ‘fair game’. This emphasises 
the existing ostracisation they face and negative attitudes expressed towards 
women living alone or who are single, prevalent in the setting.  
There is evidence that sexual harassment via mobile phones is not limited 
to the research site, Trincomalee or Sri Lanka (Afghan Women’s Capacity Building 
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Organization & U.S. Agency for International Development 2013; GSMA 
mWomen 2012; Jouhki 2013; LIRNEasia 2011; National Study Findings 2015; 
Office of the Children's eSafety Commissioner 2016). Rather, mobile phones 
appear to be a common tool used by male perpetrators to harass women in different 
forms and contexts.  
Several participants appeared to have assumed that the researcher asking 
them about ‘missed calls’ (nuisance calls) during interviews was an effort on the 
part of the researcher to inquire about the participants’ ‘illicit affairs’ and how they 
were maintained with the help of mobile phones, despite the plain language 
statement given to them specifically explaining the aims of the study. This was 
illustrated by Gayani’s sudden response:   
Gayani: I don’t have any such thing, I don’t have any problem [with 
nuisance calls] [laughs], I’m not involved [having an affair] with anyone, 
there’s nothing … I just simply live … 
Such responses indicated the existence of negative connotations related to 
a belief within the setting about women using the mobile phone to talk to ‘other 
men’ during their husbands’ absence from home or the country. Certain participant 
responses on their mobile phone use were very much a reflection of this view. For 
example, at the introduction stage of the interview, Subuhani referred to the mobile 
phone as a ‘sinna LTTE’, which means ‘little LTTE’ (the terrorist organisation) 
because:  
I know what happened to women when they had a mobile for themselves 
[They get into trouble] [laughs] ... so, that’s why I [do not have a mobile 
phone].   
Even though Subuhani was sometimes teased by her neighbours as a ‘stupid 
woman’ for not owning a mobile phone, she had reasons for not getting one.  
I don’t like using it … I don’t have my husband [living with me] … If I get 
any trouble [nuisance calls] from other men, I’d get a bad name ... I’m 
afraid of that.  
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Some male and female opinion leaders in the research setting, including 
community leaders, members of the clergy, and welfare organisation officials, 
believed that women should not be given mobile phones because they could create 
problems to social equilibrium. A clergyman for instance, thought FHHs – 
especially widows, should not be allowed to use mobile phones as they lead to 
illicit affairs, creating family disputes. Similarly, a religious opinion leader in 
Uganda said that ‘… the phone encourages infidelity by women … they establish 
contact with old boyfriends who are doing well and they end up cheating on their 
husbands …’ (GSMA mWomen 2012, p. 50). 
Kamaladevi did not wish to get too involved with her mobile phone because 
she had seen how some women misused it:    
… when I travel in [public transport] vans, autos [hired three-wheelers] 
and buses, I’ve seen that women use mobiles [to have affairs], so, I thought 
I’d never touch it and I thought it should not be touched … but, then my 
boys had to go a long way away, and I had to [get one], I mean the phone 
is misused [by many] …  
Karuna, the president of her village women’s welfare organisation, did not 
encourage members to use a mobile phone, because:  
The mobile phone is good for women, but it is also the number one reason 
for them to get into [unnecessary] troubles [with nuisance calls] …  
Another female official admitted that receiving and answering nuisance 
calls could be a reason mothers lose respect from their children. Interestingly, a 
male relative of an interview participant thought that it was not easy for women to 
use a mobile phone because they were not mentally strong and tended to trust and 
respond to anyone, including strangers, who called them over the mobile phone.  
Even though Karuna felt that she used her mobile phone effectively because 
she was engaged in income-earning activities, she perceived the use of mobile 
phone by a housewife who is unable to earn any money using it, as a waste of 
money and time, as explained by Bourdieu (2001). For instance, Karuna justified 
her reasons for not using SMS as follows:  
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Karuna: If I [was a full-time housewife] I would need [SMS], I don’t have 
that much time (now). A housewife would send SMSs … try to [win prizes] 
by sending so many SMSs while watching TV programs … A [mobile 
phone] is good for women who’ve got nothing to do …     
Hence, women’s use of mobile phones was often categorised judgmentally 
into two areas- facilitating extra-marital affairs or engaging in leisure time 
activities. These findings extend past research studies on social perceptions of 
women’s use of telephones particularly that of Carolyn Marvin’s (1988).  
The fact that female mobile phone use, the first communication technology 
that poor rural women worldwide could own and use, is considered a threat to 
familial and social harmony in Sri Lanka, could stem from the freedom it provides 
to women in some areas of life when living without the protection of an adult male. 
In India, at the introduction of steam trains, men feared women’s exposure to other 
men and to individuals of different castes (Sarkar 2001, p. 80 cited in Doron 
2012b). Similarly, in Sri Lanka, some even considered that women’s motorbikes, 
popularly known as ‘scooty peps’ which are widely used in the setting by women 
for transport, have caused divorces and are hence referred to as ‘divorce peps’ as 
depicted in Fig. 33. The wording on the image says ‘It’s better to get a woman 
another marriage than giving her a scooter or a mobile phone” indicating both these 
technologies can lead to women having affairs which break up marriages. This 
could be because Sri Lankan women are also considered the ‘safe-keepers of 
tradition’, like women in India (Doron 2012b, p. 430; Hyndman & De Alwis 2003). 
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However, the fact that some local women within the setting who held more 
power, privilege and the opportunity to improve life circumstances for all women 
in their community, such as female politicians, apparently shared the same 
outdated, conservative and patriarchal attitudes, is unfortunate. Such attitudes 
further perpetuate women’s subordination in society. 
In summary, as Bourdieu (2001) explains, nuisance calls and the popular 
belief that women use mobile phones to conduct extra-marital affairs constituted 
symbolic violence practised by men to oppress and subordinate women in the 
setting. These practices also emphasise how existing gender power imbalances are 
reflected, even in new technologies (Marvin 1988; Wajcman 1991).  
5.4.2 Mobile phones and marital tensions 
The mobile phone had become a double-edged sword in maintaining 
marital relationships for some participants whose husbands worked overseas or in 
other parts of the country. One Tamil participant had given her mobile number to 
a very few people because she did not want to have her mobile line to be busy when 
her husband rang her.   
Amila would inform her husband beforehand if she intended to go out, because:    
Fig. 33. A popular post shared in Facebook, which says: ‘It is better to arrange another marriage 
for women than giving them these two items’ (a scooter and mobile phone). 
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Amila: ... If someone else informed him that s/he saw me in town or 
somewhere, then he may think [I am up to something]. So … now it doesn’t 
matter even if anyone tells him because I’ve already told him … [laughs] 
For Muslim participants, their mobile phones could either help protect their 
marriage or ruin it. On the positive side, most had started using a mobile phone 
after their husbands had left the country for work. This aligns with findings on 
smart phone adoption in West Bengal, India (Tenhunen 2014a) that women moving 
away from home for work and study were likely to own and use smart phones, by 
extending it to women using one for the first time when their family members 
moved away from home in Eastern Sri Lanka.   
The local informant thought that it had become very important for these 
young Muslim mothers to keep in touch with their husbands constantly for fear of 
losing them. If their husbands secretly formed other relationships and abandoned 
or deserted them, the women would face financial hardship as most were 
unemployed. For instance, when Subuhani’s husband moved overseas, he had 
initially maintained contact with her, but after some time, had stopped calling her. 
She was unable to find information about him and had to start a small business to 
take care of her family. Mizra and Nahla both returned from employment overseas 
to find their husbands living with other women. Hence Nahla planned to return to 
her job soon to support her children. The field observation also indicated that 
divorces, separations and desertions were quite common in the setting.   
However, these Muslim participants were also responsible for keeping their 
‘good name’ (reputation) intact while their husbands were away. In a way, their 
limited interactions with the mobile phone and dependence on it to communicate 
with their husbands were justifiable as they risked divorce if their husbands accused 
them of ‘bad’ (unfaithful) behaviour during their absence, such as receiving 
nuisance calls and text messages from other men in the community. Consequently, 
their perceived mobile phone use behaviour had become an important factor that 
would determine their future marital status.   
In the setting, the researcher was told of a married woman who faced 
difficulty because her husband constantly suspected her of having extramarital 
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affairs due to her physical attractiveness. He kept tabs on her whereabouts by 
calling her often on her mobile phone. If she told him she was at home when he 
called, he would ask her to switch on the radio to make sure. A married friend of 
the researcher living in the area, on the other hand, would ask her husband working 
in another region to call her from his office landline instead of the mobile phone to 
prove he was at work. Further, a rich widow had a difficult time because her 
married children checked her mobile phone from time to time to keep tabs on her.  
Similarly, Horst and Miller (2006) found that, more than enhancing 
relationships, mobile communication had caused break-ups among Jamaicans. In 
Australia, some women had their mobile phones checked by their partners without 
their consent or knowledge in addition to harassing them with e-mails and text 
messages asking for their whereabouts (National Study Findings 2015). Hence, as 
Madianou and Miller (2011, p. 467) claim, ‘we need to be cautious with regard to 
the celebratory discourse about the potential of the mobile phone to overcome 
problems of family separation’.  
5.4.3 Restrictions on mobile phone use caused by children 
Many participants were helped and advised by their children when adopting 
a mobile phone. On the other hand, however, participants’ discussions on their 
children’s use of mobile phones indicated that they feared the unknown technology 
that was so familiar to their children, as found by Tenhunen (2014a), Jouhki (2013) 
and GSMA mWomen (2012). Hence, they had ambiguous feelings about their 
children’s use of and skills with the mobile phone.  
For instance, Pushpa’s 12-year-old son helped her each time she had a 
problem with her mobile phone. She was proud of her son’s knowledge of mobile 
technology, despite the restrictions she placed on his use of the mobile phone.   
Pushpa: … now my son, it is not that I’ve given him the phone, he only 
takes it for a while now and then, he knows everything about my phone, 
even things that I don’t know. Children are more mature than us and they 
learn and find out things faster, even if we use mobiles, we’re not addicted 
to it, we use it only for our purposes [talking] … children are not like that 
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… when they get it, they press, press and press, and then find out 
everything.   
This fits with Jouhki (2013, p. 47) and Chib and Chen (2011, p. 492), who found 
that adult women in developing countries complained about young people’s 
excessive use of mobile phones, accusing them of ‘forgetting its real purpose’ 
(2013, p. 47) – to communicate or gather information.  
Pushpa did not wish to upgrade her mobile phone to a smart phone her 
husband was willing to buy for her because of her tech-savvy son, whose mobile 
phone use she was unable to control. Ranooza did not wish to buy a mobile phone 
for herself because: 
I have children … they are studying … If I had a phone, they would take it 
and start playing games. They’d shout at me if they were not given it … so 
I didn’t buy one.  
In fact, Pratheepa had no working phone with her at the time of the interview 
because:  
… it was such a trouble, so, I just smashed the phone … The only thing he 
[her son] does is play games, all the time, doesn’t study, I got really angry 
and I broke it … it’s difficult to keep a phone at home.   
The absence of a mobile phone meant that Pratheepa missed essential calls 
from the Graama Niladhari and welfare organisations requesting her to attend 
meetings. However, although punishing her son in turn disadvantaged her, she was 
undecided as to whether she would repair the phone.  
Such comments indicate a loss of parental control of children’s use of 
specific technologies and parents’ tendency to sometimes destroy equipment in 
frustration. This may also indicate the parents’ limited understanding and 
knowledge of the uses and advantages of these technologies and their functions for 
gaining educational or professional success in their children’s future lives. They 
simply appeared to view these technologies as ‘time wasters’ or ‘leading to 
trouble’, as also found by Jouhki (2013, p. 51).  
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Once Amila became desperate when her mobile phone was dropped into 
water. Her eldest son advised her not to switch it on immediately and to keep it in 
the sun for a day before using it and Amila was relieved and happy when her phone 
worked as before after following his instructions. She had even purchased a simple 
handset for her older son, although he was not allowed to take it to school or tuition 
classes.  
Tenhunen (2014a) explains the skilful mobile phone use of children in India 
in English language education they had been able to gain in their studies. Although 
this fact could be true to some extent in this study, most tech-savvy children were 
educated in their mother tongue (Sinhala or Tamil) while taking English as one of 
their subjects.  
Meanwhile, mothers with teenage daughters, such as Amudha and Fathima, 
were often helped by their daughters when choosing a SIM card, mobile packages, 
changing settings or applying caller-block options. Amudha’s two elder daughters 
had their own mobile phones. However, when asked whether her daughters had 
mobile phones, Amudha promptly stated that neither of them did and Fathima said:  
Fathima: If my daughter [19 years old] needs to talk to her schoolteachers 
... I’ll make the call first and then I’ll give it to her ... I don’t allow my [two 
younger daughters] to do anything on the phone, they’re not allowed even 
to touch it ... 
Vanathy, who was responsible for two teenage daughters, had completely 
banned them from using or even touching a mobile phone and allowed them access 
only to the landline telephone, for which they were required to seek her permission 
prior to use. Her daughters were not allowed to answer incoming calls to the 
landline telephone. Sometimes, she stood beside them until they finished speaking 
with their friends and checked the detailed monthly bill from the service provider 
because she was ‘afraid’, most likely of their developing improper relationships 
and thereby damaging their ‘reputations’ within the conservative setting. She 
explained:  
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Vanathy: Now, if I am away from home for several hours or if I have to go 
out for an emergency, I don’t know what’s going on here, inappropriate 
things can also happen because of the phone, so, that’s why...  
The mobile phone appeared to have become the scapegoat for several 
incidents involving young people in romantic relationships that took place within 
the research site. For instance, two young girls, aged 18 and 20, had committed 
suicide out of shame when they realised they had both fallen in love and were in 
relationships with the same boy. The love affairs had been initiated and maintained 
mainly over the mobile phone. In the second Sinhalese FGD, participants discussed 
about many young people eloping after commencing romantic relationships over 
the mobile phone in their area, who had not actually seen each other until the day 
they eloped. These findings recall earlier research concerning restrictions imposed 
on young women’s use of mobile phones (Kärki 2013 cited in Doron & Jeffrey 
2013; GSMA mWomen 2012; Hijazi-Omari & Ribak 2008; Jouhki 2013; 
Tenhunen 2014b). 
However, romantic relationships between young people and elopements are 
not new to this setting or anywhere else in the country or the world. Many young 
couples in the past conducted such activities without using new technologies, but 
rather by communicating via third parties such as siblings and friends, who would 
pass on letters and messages in secret. This is another case where a new technology 
is blamed for an existing phenomenon, although it may have made such activities 
easier to conduct and hide from others. This also confirms the treatment of young 
women in patriarchal societies as symbolic objects who should maintain their 
family honour in order to marry men from respected families (Bourdieu 2001) 
selected by their elders.  
The participants’ ambiguous feelings vividly symbolise the social 
desirability effect of maintaining their expected roles as mothers, because 
providing a proper education to their children is considered the utmost 
responsibility of mothers in Sri Lanka. The popular media also portray technology, 
particularly smart phones, as a disruption to children’s education. However, the 
younger generation in the setting has become tech-savvy, confirming Fortunati and 
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Taipale (2012, p. 539) that being young means ‘being technologically equipped 
regardless of gender’.  
5.4.4 Mobile phones as a disruption  
Several participants saw the mobile phone as interfering in their daily 
activities despite its frequent use or a mixed blessing. Since they had to manage 
their time effectively, when their mobile phone rang in the middle of their domestic 
chores, they felt angry and disturbed.         
Ganga: Sometimes, I feel my husband [disturbs] me all the time asking me, 
‘Is our son back? Is everything alright?’ … I mean, if the phone rings when 
I’m in the middle of a household chore or when the baby’s crying, I don’t 
feel like picking it up. There are times I feel, ‘What is this?’... or when I’m 
having a bath ... now that I also have a baby, I can’t give priority to the 
phone. What I say is that if I’m free, I would immediately take it …   
Nayana reflected that her female co-workers would sometimes ring her 
after hours just to have a casual chat, which was inconvenient for her as she had to 
attend to her domestic chores after work. Amila found her cordial relationships 
with her neighbours led to disturbances when they called her to chat or ask her 
over:  
Amila: Sometimes ... I feel that the phone is a [hindrance]. As I’m on very 
good terms with my neighbours … sometimes, they ask me, ‘Can you come 
over please? [Seeking her assistance on various matters]. I feel it would 
have been better if I didn’t have the phone [laughs] ... sometimes, I lie to 
them … Even if I’m at home, I tell them, ‘Oh, I’m in town, I’m at 
Ambepura’.   
Dharsha, juggling her employment, domestic chores and higher studies, 
resented the lost study time when people called to tell her about their problems and 
she felt obliged to listen. Hence,   
 … Sometimes, if those calls are from my relatives or friends, I’ll ask 
my mother to answer them and she tells them, ‘she has gone for classes 
and forgotten to take her mobile with her’ [laughs].   
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Therefore, the mobile phone also acted as an invader of participants’ free 
time and personal lives, probably due to the culture of maintaining close 
relationships with family, friends and neighbours and their expected traditional 
roles in developing and maintaining social capital (Bourdieu 1989; Momsen 2004).  
5.4.5 Lack of knowledge of mobile functions 
Participants had faced difficulties with mobile functions and services, such 
as accidental subscriptions to news alerts, ring-in-tones and mobile loans; problems 
with speakers and mobile interfaces; and difficulties using SMS and mobile 
Internet. For instance, as Amila did not know how to activate the silent mode on 
her mobile phone, she would switch it off when attending school meetings for her 
sons. A few months earlier, when she had pressed the answer button, the speaker 
was activated automatically, leading to embarrassment as she was travelling in a 
bus. Mobile phone vendors reported that some of their female smart phone-using 
customers spent excessive amounts to make standard international voice calls 
simply because they did not know about mobile apps such as Viber, Skype and 
Tango. Hence, because of their lack of knowledge of mobile functions, participants 
often sought help from their children, grandchildren, male family members, 
friends, reliable co-workers and neighbours, mobile phone vendors, mobile phone 
repair shops, service centres and MNO customer care services. These findings 
confirm previous findings in Sri Lanka that low income rural women believe that 
technology is for men and would therefore be of little use to them (Handapangoda 
& Kumara 2013; Jayaweera, Sanmugan & Wanasundara 2006). 
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Despite their lower levels of mobile literacy, the participants had received 
no training on the use of mobile phones or other ICTs except for one Tamil FGD 
participant, who was the president of a women’s organisation. One women’s 
organisation had provided an awareness program on the effective use of mobile 
phones in their leadership skills development program. Prior to these programs, 
few sessions had been conducted to enhance the English language skills of 
members.  
Fig. 35. A poster displayed at a mobile phone shop about the facilities they provide.  
Fig. 34. Dialog, Airtel and Hutch customer care service points in Trincomalee. 
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While several young participants were interested in learning more about 
mobile phone use, most were reluctant due to time constraints, language barriers 
and their attitudes towards the mobile phone.  
FGD participant: We only make a call in an emergency … other than that, 
there is no need for a mobile. We can talk to our children in an emergency 
or we can discuss business, that’s all...  
Jouhki (2013, p. 47) indicates that only a ‘small minority’ of participants 
were interested in learning about functions such as mobile Internet, mobile banking 
and entertainment options, with the majority content to use it for ‘talking only’.    
This study also found that if the presidents of these organisations believed 
that it was important to own and optimally use a mobile phone, there was a higher 
probability they would act towards improving the situation for everyone in the 
region to achieve these goals. On the other hand, if they were more conservative 
and regarded mobile phones as problematic and a cause for family disruption, they 
were likely to make no effort to enhance mobile phone use and literacy among their 
members. Thereby, some female office bearers appear to serve gatekeeping 
(Shoemaker & Vos 2009) and agenda setting (McCombs & Shaw 1993) functions 
to other women who are members of their organisations.         
5.4.5.1 The community forum 
A small-scale community forum was organised by the researcher before the 
data collection ended, in collaboration with the District Manager of the MNO 
Dialog and his staff, targeting about 15 female members of Sanasa Development 
Bank.  
Based on the primary findings of the FGDs and questions posed by 
participants, the forum facilitated provision of information concerning eZ Cash 
services; SIM registration; the steps to be followed when a SIM card was locked, 
damaged or lost; call alerts; call diversion; and mobile money scams. Participants 
were also made aware of the processes to be followed if harassed by nuisance calls, 
such as making a police complaint before approaching their MNO, and using a 
special call block option which Dialog had just introduced. 
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5.4.6 Loss of mobile phones and SIM cards 
While carrying mobile phones with them at the time, participants were 
concerned about losing them due to high levels of mobile phone theft in crowded 
places. Losing a mobile phone also meant loss of a SIM card containing important 
contact numbers. To avoid this, participants had written down mobile numbers in 
a small diary.   
5.4.7 Technophobia 
Almost all participants were concerned about health-related issues related 
to mobile phone use. For instance, despite differences in age and ethnicity, no 
participants kept their mobile phones under their pillows when they slept, because 
they believed that doing so could cause brain damage and other complications, such 
as the phone ‘exploding’ (blowing up) or generally being ‘bad for health’. 
Following the advice of her elder son, Amila kept her phone under the bed instead. 
Kamaladevi and many other participants kept theirs away from them at night, but 
in a place which could be accessed easily in an emergency. Some, such as Chamila, 
would not use the mobile phone when it was raining and thundering or while the 
phone was being charged, while Mahira took off the mobile cover when charging 
her phone. Such activities confirm the findings of Jouhki (2013, p. 47) whose 
female respondents also feared that their heart, brain or hearing would be affected 
by ‘loud ringtones, vibrations or radiation’.   
Fig. 36. Representatives from Dialog making participants aware of mobile phone matters.  
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5.5 Chapter summary 
The findings of this study emphasise how the mobile phone had become a 
double-edged sword or a mixed blessing for its participants while being an 
empowering tool at the same time. The findings question the celebrity status of the 
mobile phone, which has been touted as an emancipator and liberator for an 
oppressed, marginalised and stigmatised group of women. Participants’ limited use 
of the mobile phone to contact family members and for other essential tasks had 
almost become the habitus of a ‘good’ woman (Bourdieu 2001). However, despite 
many difficulties, the research participants had not given up their mobile phone 
use. In alignment with Fischer (1992, p. 28), the findings of this study demonstrate 
how and why these women made ‘purposeful choices under constraints’, 
illuminating the complex roles played by mobile phones in their lives. 
The next chapter will address the Conclusion and Recommendations of the study. 
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Chapter 6: Conclusion and Recommendations 
This chapter summarises the main findings detailed in the previous chapter; 
briefly explains the contributions of the study to the discipline; outlines its strengths 
and limitations; provides recommendations for policy makers and other groups; 
and identifies areas for further research.  
6.1 Aims of the study and summary of research findings 
The study set out to investigate how and for what purposes the mobile 
phone was used by a marginalised group of women, viz. Female Heads of 
Households (FHHs) in Trincomalee, Sri Lanka. It was based on the epistemology 
of constructionism; the theoretical triangulation of the interpretivist, functionalist 
and critical theory approaches; and qualitative methodology. It involved 
methodological triangulation of data collection via qualitative data gathering using 
30 depth interviews and six FGDs with FHHs and overt, non-participant 
observations of relevant settings. Seventeen additional interviews were conducted 
with a representative sample of other relevant stakeholder groups including 
representatives of NGOs, micro finance institutions and community welfare 
societies; mobile handset vendors and agents; mobile SIM card dealers and mobile 
payment service providers; MNOs at regional and national levels; 
telecommunications policymakers and regulators; and academic researchers and 
experts in the interacting areas of mobile phones, gender and development.  
The study examined the following research questions: 
1. For what purposes do FHHs use the mobile phone? 
2. What constraints, if any, do they experience in their day-to-day use of mobile 
phones? 
3. How do socio-economic factors and demographic characteristics of FHHs 
and telecommunications policies, pricing and marketing strategies influence 
their adoption and appropriation of mobile phones? 
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4. How do the anticipated outcomes of the more-than-voice mobile services (such 
as Value-Added Services, mobile money and Internet) offered by the MNOs 
differ from their actual use by these women? 
5. Do FHHs achieve empowerment both individually and collectively through the 
adoption of mobile phones as theorised? 
6.1.1 The mobile phone as a ‘Swiss army knife’  
Contrary to the findings of past studies conducted in developing countries, 
particularly in South Asia, more than 90% of the participants owned mobile 
phones, despite the remoteness of the setting and area in which they lived. They 
used their mobile phones for a variety of tasks, including communication with 
family members and relatives, friends, neighbours, colleagues, employers, 
employees and clients; and obtaining information on their day-to-day needs 
concerning health, transportation, banking, government services and utilities. 
Many participants heavily incorporated the mobile phone to coordinate activities 
related to the care of their children, grandchildren and elderly parents. Their mobile 
phones also enabled long-distance communication, ensuring the maintenance of 
marital relationships for many participants whose husbands worked abroad or in 
other parts of the country. The device provided them the ‘immediate absent 
presence’ (Gergen 2002) because they felt as if their loved ones were closer to 
them. The mobile phone reduced their economic insecurities as they could 
immediately receive information on remittances from their husbands and 
communicate urgent financial requirements with them. Hence, as income earners, 
mothers, wives, daughters, grandmothers, friends and neighbours, they used their 
mobile phones to manage and coordinate their multiple roles in both public and 
private spheres.  
Another significant finding is that the mobile industry itself had opened 
opportunities for women to become income earners, particularly as retailers of 
mobile payment services, SIM cards and mobile-related accessories. Contradicting 
previous studies, several participants had incorporated multiple mobile features and 
functions such as the camera, incoming call recording, audio and video recording, 
SMS, mobile money services, and mobile Internet into their income-earning 
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activities in addition to making voice calls. The safety and security provided by the 
mobile phone and its ability to contact relevant others in an emergency was highly 
appreciated by the participants. Listening to music and radio, watching music 
videos and movies, and taking and sharing photos and videos with their mobile 
phones, provided them with opportunities for relaxation and entertainment. They 
benefitted from mobile credit loan services, mobile Internet and communication 
apps, ring-in-tones and certain VAS such as health insurance and mobile money 
services. Hence, the participants were able to fulfil many of their needs in their 
day-to-day lives through their mobile phones. 
The mobile phone allowed participants, particularly those in the FGDs, to 
access and benefit from women’s welfare organisations and microfinance 
institutions (see also Macueve et al. 2009; Masika & Bailur 2015; Murphy & Priebe 
2011; Sane & Traore 2009; Tacchi, Kitner & Crawford 2012). As observed by Chib 
and Chen (2011), yet contradicting Handapangoda and Kumara (2013), the 
participants had also been able to contact people in higher social positions, such as 
doctors, nurses, teachers and government officials, more easily than in the past.  
Hence, the use of mobile phones by the study participants positioned them 
ahead of the female respondents in other studies conducted in South Asia and other 
developing countries. The higher rate of mobile phone ownership, longer periods 
of mobile phone use, affordability, relative high literacy rates, the critical mass 
effect and freedoms enjoyed in decision-making and income earning as heads of 
their households, could account for the participants’ higher rates of mobile phone 
adoption. 
6.1.2 Mobile phone and gender inequality  
According to some participants, however, the mobile phone had also 
become a ‘headache’ or a mixed blessing. One significant finding on the 
unexpected repercussions of mobile phone use by women in this study concerns 
‘nuisance calls’ made by unknown men, which was a form of sexual harassment. 
Nuisance calls discouraged some participants from giving out their mobile numbers 
to individuals outside their family and close friendship groups. Some were 
compelled to change their mobile numbers several times. At times nuisance calls 
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caused marital tensions with their absentee husbands and kept them away from 
business or other legitimate calls.  
These challenges affected the participants negatively and as a result, they 
continued to remain in their subordinate position as women with respect to mobile 
phone use. In the private sphere, for example, all participants – irrespective of their 
marital status or ethnicity, tried to maintain their ‘good name’ (as respectable 
women), which restricted their freedom to use the mobile phone despite its 
significant utility in assisting them to perform their multiplicity of roles. In the 
public sphere, they were unable to display their mobile numbers in public for 
advertising their businesses, give out their mobile numbers to outsiders and in some 
cases to their work colleagues, reducing the potential to expand their social and 
business networks.  
6.1.2.1 Mobile phones and power 
The unequal power relations existing in traditional and patriarchal societies 
between male employers and female employees, parents and children, and 
husbands and wives were further reinforced in the participants’ use of mobile 
phones. For example, in some cases, male superiors had taken revenge on their 
female employees for not giving the superior their mobile numbers. Some 
participants sought their children’s assistance to adopt their mobile phones. Yet, as 
mothers, they controlled their children’s mobile phone use – for instance, by not 
allowing their children to play mobile games or even ‘touch it’ fearing they will 
waste their time with the mobile phone, that could otherwise be spent studying. 
These behaviours emphasise the ambiguous feelings with which the participants 
struggled. While being proud of their children’s skills with the technology, as 
mothers their role also demanded their responsibility for their children’s future, 
which they believed would be compromised. This confirms Ling and Horst (2011, 
p. 371) that ‘in some cases, the mobile phone presents a dilemma for the owner vis-
à-vis their ascribed status’.  
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6.1.2.2 Blaming the victim 
Often the victims – the women, were blamed for answering nuisance calls 
from unknown numbers or using social media such as Facebook, by both male and 
female opinion leaders in the setting; members of the police, media and religious 
institutions; and other women participants. Hence, it is surmised that existing 
power relations within the setting are reflected by uses of modern technology, such 
as the mobile phone, confirming Dale Spender (1996) and other feminist theorists 
and researchers (Hjorth 2008; Rakow & Navarro 1993; Wajcman 1991; Wallis 
2015). Most importantly, this study found that the female leaders interviewed who 
held a negative attitude towards the mobile phone, perceiving that it enabled 
women to form extra-marital affairs confirming what was recalled by Marvin 
(1988) with respect to the introduction of landline phones in homes in the west, as 
these women did not attempt to encourage female members in their organisations 
to use a mobile phone or seek measures to address the issue of sexual harassment 
via mobile phones they faced. They did not, for example, provide or plan to provide 
any loan schemes for women to buy mobile phones or provide any training on their 
effective use. They argued that mobile phone use brought negative consequences 
for (other) women, even though they themselves were active users of the 
technology and greatly benefited from it, indicating the ‘third person effect’ – i.e. 
it does not affect me but it will affect others (Davison 1983), in action. These 
perceptions and practices further enabled the continuation of women’s 
subordination within the setting.  
6.1.2.3 Freedom as female heads of households 
For some participants, their status as heads of households granted them 
more freedom to use the mobile phone because they did not have to follow rules 
set by their husbands or be answerable to anyone about the calls they made and 
received, and were not financially dependent on their husbands to maintain their 
mobile accounts. Therefore, as noted by Kopomaa (2000), mobile phones, as a 
personalised mobile device, have the potential to free individuals from temporal 
and physical constraints. 
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6.1.3 Shaping of mobile phone use  
As discussed in the findings chapter, socio-economic and demographic 
characteristics, and pricing and marketing strategies made a significant impact on 
the participants’ mobile phone use.  
6.1.3.1 Past experiences  
The findings also indicate that participants’ specific personal experiences 
may have shaped their mobile phone usage. For example, as a result of the 
unexpected death of her father, Dharsha always kept her mobile phone with her. 
As she reflected:  
On the day my father got sick, I was in class. That was the only day I forgot 
to have my phone with me … my mother had taken my father to the 
hospital. Only when I returned home … I found out that my father had been 
hospitalised [and later died]. From that day onwards, I learnt not to leave 
my phone anywhere and to have it with me all the time …   
Ambika also kept her mobile phone with her at all times, especially when 
going out, because she had once fainted and fallen on a road and was taken to 
hospital by strangers. She was unable to inform her children of what had happened 
as she did not have her mobile phone with her. After a negative experience with 
her supervisor, Nayana began recording her incoming calls for future reference. 
Hence, past experiences shaped the present usage behaviours of several 
participants.  
6.1.3.2 Life and role changes  
For some participants, changes in their lives and roles, such as transitioning 
from being married women living with their husbands to FHHs, or from single 
women to married mothers, had significantly changed their mobile phone use. The 
departure of Gayani’s and Amudha’s husbands abroad for work and higher studies, 
for instance, had led Gayani to become more involved with her mobile phone and 
Amudha to own and adopt one.  
Gayani: As a female head of household, I must have [a mobile phone] 
[now]. Those days, I didn’t use [one] a lot … When my husband was here 
… [once] I returned from work [the mobile phone would be] either in my 
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handbag or I’d just leave it near the TV. Now, I always check to see if I 
have the phone with me when I leave the house [so as to not miss his calls] 
…  
When her husband was in Sri Lanka, Amudha had used only a landline 
telephone. Her change of role and responsibilities required her to own and use a 
mobile phone. Ganga escaped harassing calls from male co-workers once she was 
married and retired from the military. When employed and single, she had 
upgraded her mobile phone almost every year, and used it to listen to music, and 
take photos and videos. After motherhood and retirement, she used a feature phone 
purchased by her husband, mainly for instrumental purposes to perform her role as 
a mother and wife and explained why she could not listen to mobile radio as before: 
Interviewer: Do you find enough time to listen to [mobile] music [now]? 
Ganga: No ... [laughs] now, I don’t even switch on the radio because the 
baby would wake up [laughs]. 
Thus, the past experiences of mobile phone use and the changing roles of 
women are significant aspects to be explored further with regards to mobile phone 
use by women in any context.  
6.1.3.3 Policy, marketing and pricing 
Most participants were highly concerned about mobile phone expenses. 
They adopted innovative strategies, such as using two handsets and multiple SIM 
cards, making ‘missed calls’ and adopting smart phones with data SIM cards, to 
reduce their mobile expenses. Local MNOs also provided many facilities, 
particularly to their pre-paid customers, such as mobile credit loans, which enabled 
them to stay connected while spending less than Rs. 100 per month. The availability 
of recharging cards of lower value, and the option to send free ‘call me’ text 
messages to intended callers and to exchange small amounts of mobile credit within 
the same network when out of mobile credit were other benefits offered by MNOs 
to their customers. Hence, unique mobile phone adoption practices are adopted by 
the mobile users in the setting and country. 
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6.1.4 More-than-voice services 
Another significant finding concerns the relatively high use and awareness 
of more-than-voice services among the participants who had connections or were 
exposed to more developed outside geographic areas such as the Middle East. The 
adoption of smart phones and communication apps was also high among 
participants whose family members, relatives or friends lived abroad. This 
emphasises the influence of the ‘critical mass effect’ (Oliver, Marwell & Teixeira 
1985). The exceptional use of mobile phones by Vanathy, particularly with regards 
to mobile Internet, due to the international exposure she had gained while working 
in Dubai. Thus, despite the MNOs’ satisfaction concerning the uptake and 
awareness of more-than-voice services by both their male and female customers, 
actual use and knowledge of them within the country may be low, as found by this 
study. 
It also became apparent that the research participants and other mobile users 
in Sri Lanka used Viber more than other communication apps because of the clarity 
of the voice calls and the simple calling process, as the call function on mobile 
phones or fixed landlines. Skype and WhatsApp were also used by some 
participants, but apps such as Facetime, WeChat and QQ were not popular in the 
setting at the time of data collection. Communication and chat apps chosen by 
mobile users differ between communities and countries for many reasons, 
responsive to the critical mass effect.  
6.2 Contribution of the study to the discipline  
Based on theoretical triangulation viz. critical theory, and interpretivist and 
functionalist paradigms, the present study makes several noteworthy contributions 
to the existing field of knowledge. The following sections discusses how the main 
findings of the study contribute to the discipline of communication.   
6.2.1 The empowerment of women and mobile phone use 
The main objective of the study was to explore the empowerment potential 
of the mobile phone for a group of marginalised women living in a patriarchal 
society in a developing country, based on the capability approach of Sen (1985, 
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1987, 1992, 1999) and the empowerment approach of Kabeer (2005). Once they 
became heads of their households, many participants had become empowered in 
general, being able to make strategic life choices and decisions that they were 
unable to make when they lived with their husbands.  
6.2.1.1 Expanded agency 
The individual ownership of mobile phones among the participants in the 
setting, a widely-used criterion to evaluate empowerment of women gained 
through mobile phones- was higher than that of women studied in many other 
developing countries. This was likely due to their expanded independence gained 
through opportunities such as earning their own income, going out to work and 
making decisions at home, that improved their social standing within the family 
and in society (Sen 1999, p. 191). The higher quality of life in Sri Lanka compared 
to other developing countries, due to policies on free public health services, 
medical care and public education up to tertiary level, enables people to achieve 
essential functioning to expand their capabilities and reduce poverty and inequality 
(Sen 1992, p. 126). This could also be a reason for the higher ownership of mobile 
phones in the setting.  
Even though mobile phones cannot be compared to property such as land, 
they are nonetheless the first new communication technology that many women in 
developing countries have been able to own and afford. Hence, the participants’ 
freedom of ownership and use of mobile phones had helped them achieve some 
freedoms in other areas, including engaging in income-earning activities, travelling 
outside their homes, sharing information and strengthening their social capital (Sen 
1999, p. 194). The mobile phone had also become one of the participants’ more 
affordable basic needs for communication. Even Sivapriya and Nijanthini, the 
poorest participants in the study who often found it hard to have three proper meals 
per day, were able to maintain a small amount of mobile credit in their mobile 
phones.  
The participants’ economic independence and decision-making power also 
empowered many with the freedom and agency to spend money on their mobile 
phones and use them as they wished without being questioned or blamed by family 
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members. Several previous studies found household inequality to be reinforced in 
mobile phone use behaviours, including buying credit and determining when and 
how to use it (Sen 1992, p. 122). Hence, as a modern technology, the ownership 
and the use of mobile phones by the participants enhanced their agency and 
empowered their positions within their families.  
One could argue that many participants had gained active agency as it had 
been their own decision to own a mobile phone to facilitate their day-to-day 
activities and communication. Nonetheless, some particularly the unemployed 
Muslim participants, had gained passive agency because they decided to buy a 
mobile phone to maintain regular communication with their husbands living away 
from home in order to safeguard their marriages (Kabeer 2005).  
However, the findings of the study attest to the inadequacy of considering 
mobile phone ownership as a measurement of women’s empowerment through the 
device. Despite their higher levels of ownership, participants faced repercussions 
and constraints in their actual use of the technology. This contradiction of higher 
mobile phone ownership with restricted use reflects the status of Sri Lankan women 
in general, as higher literacy and health levels do not suggest that they are better 
positioned or do not suffer from gender inequality (Hyndman & De Alwis 2003; 
Jayawardena 1986). 
The findings demonstrate that income as well as physical and social 
characteristics, such as age, sex, physical and mental health, social surroundings 
and intellectual abilities (Sen 1992, p. 28), correlate with mobile phone use. For 
example, Benazir spent a lot of money calling her daughter abroad due to her lack 
of knowledge of smart phones and Internet apps. Chamila and Rashida, who were 
not as affluent as Benazir, talked with their family members abroad with smart 
phones and mobile Internet and thus spent less money. Similarly, even though the 
income and educational levels of Chamila, Rashida and Amila were lower than 
those of Gayani, Anula and Karuna, their knowledge and the use of mobile phones 
and their functions were more extensive. Hence, the differences in mobile phone 
use among participants were not always positively correlated with their income but 
were affected by many other factors.  
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6.2.1.2 Capability, well-being and agency 
Sen (1999) views capability as the real freedoms a person has to be and to 
achieve the life they value. Hence, it is important to explore whether participants 
achieved real freedoms to lead the lives they desired and how their mobile phones 
assisted them to do so. Many participants valued their economic independence and 
did not want to depend on their husbands, married children or others. They valued 
being perceived as respected women with a ‘good name’ in their community, and 
as responsible mothers, wives and daughters. They appreciated achieving safety 
and security for themselves and their families as women living without the 
protection of adult males in a patriarchal society.  
6.2.1.2.1 The role of mobile phones in achieving a valuable life 
Mobile phones played an indispensable role in the participants’ lives. For 
instance, as faithful wives, they were able to maintain strong long-distance 
relationships with their husbands and take steps to ensure their husbands’ fidelity. 
As responsible mothers of dependent children and daughters of elderly parents, 
they could perform and coordinate their motherly and daughterly duties while 
attending to their income-earning activities. The mobile phone allowed participants 
to gain economic independence via engagement in and enhancement of their 
income-earning activities. It also brought them a sense of safety and security, 
particularly at night, when away from home or when vulnerable to sexual assault 
or domestic violence.  
6.2.1.2.2 Social capital 
By keeping in touch with their relatives, friends, neighbours, and members 
of village and community level organisations via mobile communication, 
participants could maintain and strengthen their social capital, which can be 
converted into economic and material assistance in an emergency (Bourdieu 1986, 
p. 10).  
Several participants, including Karuna, Benazir and Rajamathi, possessed 
greater social capital, formed and expanded from their economic, social and 
cultural possessions, and had become community leaders. Their mobile phones 
enabled them to maintain their social capital. Yet, many participants could not 
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necessarily broaden their social networks other than strengthening them with their 
mobile phone use, due to their social positioning as women living without their 
husbands and the limited volume of economic and social capital they possessed. 
Hence, without a critical analysis of the reasons underlying their mobile use, it is 
not rational to simply blame women in developing countries for not using their 
mobile phones to expand their social capital or for instrumental purposes. While 
acknowledging that individuals should be able to live a responsible life and take 
responsibility for what they do, Sen (1999, p. 284) too admits that ‘without the 
substantive freedom and capability to do something, a person cannot be responsible 
for doing it’.  
In this sense, the high use of mobile phones by the participants for social 
relationship maintenance cannot simply be dismissed as a waste of money and time 
because it cemented their social capital gained from family members, relatives, 
neighbours or friends that would bring them information on employment and 
business opportunities, and government or private sector services. This social 
capital was also needed for participants to borrow money in an emergency, source 
care for their children when away from home or unwell, and provide and receive 
assistance in emergencies (Sey 2011; Zainudeen, Iqbal & Samarajiva 2010).  
Hence, participants could expand their freedoms to achieve many valued or 
desired functionings and to maintain their status as ‘good women’, as perceived by 
society.  The mobile phone and mobile networks expanded their real freedoms to 
achieve certain capabilities (Sen 1992, 1999; Smith, Spence & Rashid 2011).  
6.2.1.2.3 Mobile phones and well-being 
The well-being of a person indicates the quality of their life and their 
functioning vector, ‘a set of functionings a person actually achieves’ (Sen 1985, p. 
198). Participants admitted that they felt great relief when they could use their 
mobile phones to immediately learn and share information, such as the 
whereabouts and well-being of their family members. Their well-being was 
subsequently enhanced through strengthened family relationships and social capital 
that brought emotional and economic support. Information exchanged on 
remittances, banking, employment, security, health, transportation and government 
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services; listening to music; taking pictures and videos; and other miscellaneous 
uses and functions also immensely contributed to the well-being of participants, 
who had previously worried when they could not receive information from or about 
the people they cared about when away from home and from the people and 
services vital to their day-to-day activities. Accordingly, mobile phone use had 
enhanced their overall well-being because they could achieve valuable 
functionings in their lives.  
For instance, living in a war-resettled village, Pratheepa’s mobile phone 
enhanced her well-being because she could contact her neighbours in an 
emergency, communicate with government officials, and attend to her children’s 
needs. Yet, the mobile phone also negatively affected her well-being because she 
worried that her husband, who worked in another part of the country, did not like 
talking to her over the mobile phone. She was also harassed by nuisance callers and 
did not know how to stop her son from playing mobile games, to the extent that she 
had destroyed her mobile phone in anger. Due to her lack of knowledge of the 
mobile loan function, Nijanthini decided not to top up her mobile credit, which 
made her worried and negatively affected her well-being. Theft of mobile phones 
in public places had also become a cause for worry. As such, not all participants 
had equal opportunities to achieve a functioning vector related to the use of mobile 
phones in the same manner, depriving them of their freedom of well-being (Sen 
1985, p. 201). 
6.2.1.2.4 Mobile phones and agency  
For many participants, their main life goal is to achieve their own well-
being which depended on the well-being of their families, achieved by performing 
their roles as the head of their households, encompassing both caretaker and 
breadwinner roles (Sen 1992, p. 57). When participants were asked how they felt 
about their roles as heads of their households, the majority admitted that they felt 
proud and content with the responsibilities and work they could undertake to look 
after their families and were glad that their husbands, children, relatives and 
neighbours admired and praised their efforts.  
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Hence, their achievement as ‘good wives, mothers, and daughters’ within 
their families and society was more valuable to them than the income they earned 
because it brought them self-respect, self-worth and self-confidence, which 
expanded their agency. These achievements brought them the required 
psychological, social and cultural support from their society to make strategic life 
choices, because empowerment is based on ‘how people see themselves – their 
sense of self-worth’ and ‘how they are seen by those around them and their society’ 
(Kabeer 2005, p. 15). In addition to their well-being, some desired to commence or 
extend their present income-earning activities. Sameera, Kumudini and Vanathy 
were interested in pursuing professional careers by undertaking career 
development and tertiary education courses. The mobile phone, therefore, had been 
essential for them in achieving their goals in life or agency freedom. 
6.2.1.2.5 Capability deprivation 
Sen (1992, p. 31) explains that the actual achievement (what an individual 
manages to accomplish) and the freedom to achieve what is valued with real 
opportunity can be employed to judge individuals’ positions in a social 
arrangement. Accordingly, many participants struggled to achieve what they 
valued to do and to be. For instance, many were unable to earn an adequate income 
and could not use their mobile phones to increase their income for reasons such as 
being unable to display their mobile numbers in public or give them out to people 
without hesitation due to experiences with harassment. For some, the income-
earning activities they undertook did not require mobile communication.  
However, as widows or divorcées, Karuna, Benazir, Anula, Kumudini and 
several participants in the first Tamil FGD, could use their mobile phones for their 
businesses with more access to information and had been less harassed by nuisance 
callers. This could be because of their higher income and stronger social capital, 
which included contacts with people in power, such as politicians and government 
officers. Kabeer (2005, p. 15) also points out that some members of an institution 
are more powerful than others when ‘rules, norms, and conventions are interpreted’ 
because of their high position within that society and context, allowing them access 
to more resources to enable their agency. Hence, new behaviours, practices or 
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disadvantages may hinder positive capability expansion via mobile phone use, due 
to lower social position of its users (Sen 2010; Smith, Spence & Rashid 2011).  
The popular ideological norm in the society was that women, particularly 
those living without their husbands, should not use a mobile phone. Hence, some 
participants were unable to use mobile phones freely as they did not want to be 
perceived as women who were looking for opportunities to form extra-marital 
affairs. Subsequently, they were unable to make strategic choices due to the 
potential for heavy personal and social costs (Kabeer 2005, p. 14).  
6.2.1.3 Collective empowerment 
Some FGD participants had expanded their individual empowerment via 
membership in village-level welfare organisations and micro finance institutions. 
They had been engaged in income-earning activities due to loans obtained from 
these organisations, enhanced their knowledge of issues relevant to their day-to-
day lives, expanded their social capital, gained social recognition and respect 
within their community and improved their public speaking, leadership and 
management skills. Hence, their collectiveness enabled them to achieve what they 
were unable to achieve individually (Staples 1990).  
As discussed in the findings chapter, many participants were not interested 
in adopting advanced mobile phones like those used by their friends or neighbours. 
Thus, they had not necessarily achieved empowerment collectively through their 
mobile phone use and their collectiveness had not improved their mobile phone 
use.  
Questions also arose on the roles of micro finance institutions and women’s 
organisations in enhancing collective women’s empowerment in the area because, 
as observed during data collection, participants of several FGDs who were 
members of different community organisations expected monetary assistance from 
the researcher and presented their personal grievances and difficulties. This could 
be because they had been often treated as ‘beneficiaries’ in the past, particularly by 
the many NGOs operating in the area who had provided with them with monetary 
and material assistance. Hence, some women may have actually become 
disempowered or dependent (Hyndman & De Alwis 2003, p. 218).  
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While the empowerment approach is useful in understanding the agency or 
empowerment gained by participants through their mobile phone use, the findings 
of the present study demonstrate how participants had been unable to gain optimal 
use from their mobile phones due to their marginalised social positions (Zheng & 
Stahl 2011). Participants may have valued their capabilities as ‘good women’ 
because that is what they were expected to be by their social system, and were 
unable to separate gender and power relations from the choices they made 
(Agrawal 1997; Zheng & Stahl 2011).  
The findings also emphasise the need for a critical view of technology as 
socially shaped and constructed, non-neutral and subject to power relations. The 
gaps, restrictions on individual agency, and the neutral view of technology as a 
resource or good, can be explained using critical theory (Zheng & Stahl 2011). 
Drawing on insights from Douglas and Ney (1998, pp. 46-73), Horst and Miller 
(2006, p. 173) point out that Sen (1992) ignored communication (language, goods 
and symbols) in his work, even though it is a primary need and social activity for 
individuals, and the foundation of social norms and expectations.  
Therefore, Bourdieu’s (1977, 1986, 1989, 2001) views on symbolic 
violence, habitus and power, and the perspectives of feminists and post-colonial 
feminists on technology and gender (Gurumurthy 2004; Moyal 1992; Rakow & 
Navarro 1993; Wajcman 1991) can be applied to investigate some of the 
participants’ mobile phone practices to better understand the subtle ways in which 
their use of the device was restricted, although hidden from or taken-for-granted 
by the participants. The importance of communication patterns in Sri Lankan 
society and the social position of mobile phones were also discussed using several 
theories based on the interpretivist and functionalist paradigms, including uses and 
gratifications (Katz & Blumler 1974), diffusion of innovations (Rogers 2003) and 
domestication of technology (Haddon 2011; Silverstone & Haddon 1996; 
Silverstone, Hirsch & Morley 1992).  
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6.2.2 Symbolic violence, capital, habitus and mobile phone use  
As Bourdieu (2001, p. 45) explains, participants’ attempts to protect their 
‘good names’ or reputations, which often limited their freedom to use their mobile 
phones; their struggles to protect their marriages; and negative societal perceptions 
of women’s and young girls’ mobile phone use symbolise the treatment of women 
in the setting as symbolic objects or goods that should be protected, as well as 
keepers of family and social honour, values and norms. The symbolic value of 
women and their chaste reputations convey symbolic and social capital to their 
families, particularly to men. Symbolic violence practised against women by men 
who treated them as symbolic objects is visibly reflected in the participants’ mobile 
phone practices.  
The specific identity of participants as women living alone without adult 
males also heightened the importance of protecting their symbolic value. In 
comparison with women living with their husbands, the ‘unprotected’ participants 
were more vulnerable to the unwanted advances of outside men. As such, their 
activities were closely monitored to ensure that they did not engage in extra-marital 
affairs, although the activities of the men who pursued and harassed them were not 
subject to this heightened surveillance. The participants were aware of their 
marginalised positions and vulnerability in society, and referred to themselves as 
‘women without our men’, reflecting that ‘people look differently at women 
without their husbands’ and that ‘everybody knows that my husband is not here’. 
The social stigma attached to FHHs further oppressed these women despite their 
roles as primary caretakers and breadwinners, consequently damaging their self-
worth and confidence and fostering a sense of guilt and victimisation (De Alwis 
2002). FHHs may even be treated as ‘temporary aberrations that must soon be 
rectified through remarriage or consolidation within a male-headed extended 
family’ (De Alwis 2002, p. 681) because of the cultural and traditional social 
acceptance of men as breadwinners and women as mothers and housewives.  
Consequently, the marginalised identity of participants further limited their 
freedom to use their mobile phones because they were prone to vulnerability in the 
patriarchal society. Gayani, for instance, who was wealthier and more educated 
than many other participants and worked as a government employee, had not given 
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her mobile number to many colleagues in her workplace or to employees in her 
other businesses because her husband worked abroad. More than increasing her 
income and entrepreneurial capabilities, she wanted to maintain her reputation as a 
single woman. Sivapriya, a widow, similarly valued her good name more than 
expanding her customer base, and did not display her mobile number in public. 
Hence, symbolic capital was more important for these participants and their 
families as it granted them respectability, facilitating the achievement of social and 
economic capital in the process (Bourdieu 1986).  
The use of mobile phones by the married participants, particularly the more 
conservative Muslim participants, symbolises the high importance placed on 
marriage as the sole means of survival for women in patriarchal societies (Bourdieu 
2001, p. 43). These participants only began to use mobile phones when their 
husbands left home for work, to maintain contact with them and prevent 
abandonment. Their limited use of mobile phones also ensured that their marriages 
would not be compromised, as they would not be suspected by their husbands of 
engaging in extra-marital affairs. Even Vanathy, who benefitted extensively from 
her two smart phones, did not allow her teenage daughters to use mobile phones 
for fear that they would become involved in inappropriate relationships, thus 
destroying their reputations and damaging their symbolic value in future marriage 
markets.  
The men in the research setting also attempted to maintain their dominant 
position as ‘real men’ (Bourdieu 2001, p. 48) by surveilling and controlling the 
mobile phone use behaviours of their wives and daughters. For instance, Amila 
admitted that she always informed her husband, who worked abroad, of her 
whereabouts, because his friends monitored her activities and would report them 
to him. If she were suspected of inappropriate conduct, her husband’s manliness 
and honour would be negatively affected among his group of friends.  
Nuisance calls received by a woman could easily destroy her honour and 
symbolic value due to gossip and rumours about her as having an affair, thereby 
resulting in a loss of her virtues of ‘virginity and fidelity’ (Bourdieu 2001, p. 50). 
For instance, women in the research setting may be accused of being unfaithful in 
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relationships if they receive nuisance calls, even though they are the victims of 
harassment. Hence, nuisance calls symbolise the oppression and subtle violence 
practised on women, which permeate even new communication technologies and 
restrict women to their traditional roles as dependent wives by not allowing them 
to be actively engaged in economic and public activities, traditionally domains 
allocated to men. Nuisance calls also depict the symbolic power of men who assert 
their dominant position and behave as though it is natural and self-evident to exert 
their power over women without repercussions (Bourdieu 2001, p. 50). The 
participants discussed men within the setting who constantly hunted for women’s 
mobile numbers and, when they realised that the women had taken actions against 
their harassment, used other strategies to justify it.  
Many participants did not wish to raise their voices against such callers or 
report them to the police, electing rather to tolerate the behaviour in silence as 
reporting it may have resulted in humiliation, blame or further harassment if the 
men spread rumours about the women. Instead, participants changed their mobile 
numbers, accepting their dominated position, or indicated that they were under 
male protection and thus not vulnerable by asking a man to answer nuisance calls 
(Bourdieu 2001, p. 38). Participants found it hard to find a viable solution even 
from law enforcement institutions, such as the police, which were also dominated 
by patriarchal ideologies. A clear example of this was the harassment experienced 
by Vanathy from a police officer who had given her mobile number to one of his 
male co-workers. These findings vividly depict the power imbalances existing 
between men and women in patriarchal societies and within the setting.  
The participants’ repeated claims to indicate that they were not highly 
engaged with their mobile phones and only used them for essential tasks, as well 
as their negative comments on mobile phone use by ‘other’ women as using the 
device ‘to do all the bad things’, symbolised their internalisation of patriarchal 
ideologies and attendant rules concerning women’s mobile phone use. It appears 
to have become a habitus for women not to give their mobile numbers to outsiders 
beyond their family circle and to use their phones only for essential tasks. Habitus 
is formed through the internalisation of ‘dispositions, schemas, and forms of know-
how and competence – both mental and corporeal’, gained primarily from early 
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childhood opportunities and constraints common to social classes or social statuses 
such as gender, race, age and ethnicity (Bourdieu 2001, p. 82). 
Participants’ adherence to these patriarchal standards depicts how women 
– the objects, unintentionally cooperate with men – the subjects, to expand or 
strengthen their symbolic capital (Bourdieu 2001, pp. 42-3). Their main use of 
mobile phones to attend to the assigned responsibilities of their traditional and 
expected gender roles symbolises how sexual division of labour is also reinforced 
in mobile phone use (Bourdieu 2001).  
The above explanations illustrate the ways in which the differences in 
mobile phone practices between men and women are not natural or inevitable, but 
rather socially constructed through a deeply-rooted, hidden mechanism that has 
been gradually formed in accordance with pre-existing gender divisions in society 
(Bourdieu 2001, pp. 8-9). They are further enhanced through the contribution of 
social institutions, such as families, religion, educational system and the state, that 
uphold patriarchal social structures (Bourdieu 2001, p. 34).  
The critical analysis of Bourdieu (2001) on the symbolic violence that 
women encounter in their everyday lives, therefore, questions the theoretical 
standpoint of Sen (1992), who defined development as the freedom to do or to be 
what individuals value in their lives. For instance, even though the participants 
valued being respectable women, faithful wives and responsible mothers, in 
Bourdieu’s (2001) view, these values are shaped by their habitus formed within a 
deeply-rooted patriarchal social structure. Despite the changes that have taken 
place with free educational opportunities, participation in the labour market, youth 
uprisings, the civil conflict and 2004 Boxing Day Tsunami, Sri Lankan women still 
appear to remain treated as reproducers, nurturers and disseminators of the culture 
and nation (De Alwis 2002, pp. 675-6).  
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6.2.2.1 Situated agency 
The participants had expanded their capabilities, well-being and agency 
using mobile phones to enhance their income-earning activities, family well-being, 
safety and security – aspects they strongly desired in their lives and were 
unachievable in the past. Yet, their use of mobile phones is limited by the symbolic 
violence practised against them, male domination and female subordination in the 
patriarchal social system, which in turn restrict their capabilities, well-being and 
agency (Bourdieu 2001; De Alwis 2002; Zheng & Stahl 2011, pp. 74-5). As the 
findings indicate, since the mobile phone are indispensable in their lives and 
because its advantages outweigh the disadvantages, it is impossible to argue that 
mobile phones use had not expanded their capability. Sen (2010, p. 2) also agrees 
that the advantages of mobile phones outweigh their disadvantages.  
Still, it can be argued that the capability of participants is limited or 
restricted in their mobile phone use given their social situation, suggesting that they 
had only achieved ‘restricted or situated agency or limited effective agency’ (Peter 
2003, p. 25). However, their mobile phone use and the women’s positive capability 
expansion has made significant positive impacts in their lives despite the 
challenges faced. 
Women possess limited effective agency because their visible, submissive 
behaviour may hide more subtle strategies of resistance (Peter 2003, p.19). For 
example, despite popular ideology dictating that women should not use a mobile 
phone and their experiences of harassment, participants had not given up the device 
altogether, which can be considered as a form of resistance. Their common mobile 
phone practices and strategies used to protect themselves and use the phone only 
for essential tasks can be considered subtle strategies of resistance exerted within 
the constraints of their situation, even though they are considered submissive 
behaviours suggesting acceptance of patriarchal norms. Such apparently 
submissive behaviours, therefore, can be considered as innovative strategies 
employed to continue owning and using mobile phones – a new technology. Hence, 
the participants cannot be perceived as pitiable victims of patriarchy but rather 
creative individuals because they attempted to achieve their needs and goals in life 
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as possibly as they could, within the constraints of the systems and situations they 
lived under.  
6.2.3 Gender, technology, post-colonial feminism and mobile phone 
use 
As pointed out by feminist theorists specialising in gender and technology 
(Cockburn 1985; Gurumurthy 2004; Wajcman 1991; Wajcman, Bittman & Brown 
2009), the participants believed that mobile technology was ‘not for women’, as it 
was ‘a male domain’, and often sought male assistance when adopting their mobile 
phones. The MNOs and mobile phone vendors also thought that their female 
customers were mostly ignorant on mobile functions and features. This suggests 
that the mobile phone, just like any other technology, is not gender neutral and has 
brought power to men who can afford it, are familiar with its functions and features 
and have used it to continue their power over women through nuisance calls and 
surveillance of women’s movements (Cockburn 1983; Wajcman 2009, 2010; 
Gurumurthy 2004; Marvin 1988; Wajcman 1991).  
Male and female children, grandchildren, nephews and nieces, however, 
assisted participants regardless of gender differences, showing signs of future 
changes of power in the technological domain. Yet, as Fortunati (2009, p. 26) 
points out, young women, such as Amudha’s and Vanathy’s adolescent daughters, 
have been discouraged from developing their capabilities with the technology due 
to the social power of adults, older women and the social norms apparently set to 
protect their reputations.  
Discussing the reinforcement of existing gender roles and power relations 
in mobile phone use, Western feminists Rakow and Navarro (1993), Matsuda 
(2009) and Hjorth (2008) argue that women have become further burdened by 
mobile phone use in that they must perform a dual or multiple role regardless of 
time and place, which Rakow and Navarro (1993, p. 145) termed ‘remote-
mothering’ and ‘working parallel shifts’ to ‘preserve women’s subordinate social 
position’. Thus, they predict that the ‘cellular telephone service is likely to 
reproduce gender inequities’ (1993, p. 145). These statements are confirmed by the 
findings of the current study. Participants were burdened with multiple roles, no 
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matter where they were, and their roles as ‘responsible mothers’ were reflected in 
their mobile phone use behaviours such as not allowing their children to play with 
mobile phones and waste time, unsubscribing from ring-in-tones to save money, 
and not buying smart phones to avoid distracting their children.  
However, for many participants, the mobile phone had become neither a 
blessing nor burden. It simultaneously allowed them to leave home and participate 
in the public sphere, as well as accomplish their family responsibilities and needs, 
which they found valuable. This marks a difference in perceptions between women 
in advanced countries and the Global South concerning mobile phone use, shaped 
by their social and cultural values and norms as well as social and economic 
realities (McEwan 2001; Mohanty 1988; Spivak 1993).  
6.2.3.1 Issues with the English language 
The participants were deprived of their opportunities, rights and freedoms 
to access information by their lack of English language proficiency, which limited 
their use of text messages and restricted exploration of their mobile phones to learn 
its features, functions and navigations. MNOs have not so far appeared to consider 
this segment of their market. Hence, they need to actively address this issue to help 
those who are literate only in Sinhala or Tamil in the setting and country. As argued 
under the dependency theory (So 1990) as well as in post-colonialism (Loomba 
2015; Young 2016), despite their limited or lack of knowledge of English, women 
in developing countries are compelled to use communication technologies which 
are designed and produced in the developed world to fulfil the needs of English 
speakers. Hence, even though many developing countries are no longer colonies, 
developed countries have managed to maintain their power over their former 
colonies by controlling information and technology. For nations or markets such 
as Sri Lanka, with relatively small populations of exclusive speakers of Sinhala and 
Tamil, it is not lucrative enough for relevant software or hardware designers and 
developers to specifically design and develop mobile phone software for those 
without English language proficiency. As English speakers in Sri Lanka mostly 
come from the middle or upper classes and/or from larger cities, designing mobile 
phone software in Sinhala or Tamil for others is unlikely to be considered urgent 
for large, multi-national corporations.  
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The mobile phone use of each of the participants, however, can be 
perceived as unique and different based on their multiple identities formed by their 
economic and social status, educational and employment level, ethnicity, religion 
and age, even though they all were FHHs. This supports the arguments made by 
post-colonial feminists (Gurumurthy 2004; Mohanty 1988) that Third World 
women are not a homogenised group and are not all poor, ignorant, uneducated, 
victimised and family-oriented. 
6.2.3.2 Safety and security  
Having a sense of safety and security when using a mobile phone is 
apparently one of the main benefits of the technology for women all over the world. 
However, Rakow and Navarro (1993) question what women need to be protected 
from. The same question can be posed in the current study, concerning from what 
and from whom participants needed safety and why they felt afraid and vulnerable 
when alone at home or away from home, particularly as these women lived alone 
without their husbands. So rather than expect women to safeguard themselves of 
any dangers they need protection from, should society and its institutions make the 
effort to see these dangers are contained, curtailed or even eliminated?     
6.2.3.3 The gender gap and mobile phones 
Western-based feminists have held optimistic and enthusiastic views of 
ICTs, contrary to their criticisms of previous technologies, because of their belief 
in the capability of ICTs to narrow gender inequalities and allow women to gain 
economic independence and educational and employment opportunities. This may 
have some validity as the mobile phone unlike other new technologies are almost 
universally affordable even to most of the poor-who are predominantly women. 
They therefore perceive digital technologies as feminine media (Millar 1998; Plant 
1998 cited in Wajcman 2009, p. 147). It was predicted that women in the Global 
South would become empowered to use technologies such as the mobile phone for 
political organisation and as a means to create new feminist communities, thus 
transforming gender inequalities (Wajcman 2004, pp. 119-20). However, the 
current study has demonstrated that women in the Global South are not always able 
to be empowered and transform gender inequalities through use of the mobile 
phone, because it primarily allows them to build their capability to cope with their 
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current circumstances (Gurumurthy 2008; Gurumurthy, Singh & Kovacs 2008; 
Huyer & Sikoska 2003), rather than change things altogether.  
6.2.4 Uses and gratifications and mobile phone use  
Aligning with interpretivist and functionalist paradigms, the findings 
indicated that participants’ mobile phone use behaviour was significantly shaped 
by their rational decisions. They were active users who had often chosen the mobile 
phones, mobile networks, SIM cards, mobile features and functions, mobile 
Internet and mobile apps, and used mobile phones to fulfil specific needs (Katz & 
Blumler 1974). Their mobile phone use in return brought them pleasures or 
gratifications, allowing them to constantly be in touch with the people they cared 
for or about and access relevant information, entertainment, safety and security at 
an affordable cost (Katz & Blumler 1974; Sundar & Limperos 2013).  
More-than-voice mobile services were chosen based on participants’ needs 
rather than their socio-demographic characteristics. For instance, despite having 
lower levels of education and being unemployed, several Muslim participants had 
acquired smart phones to adopt mobile Internet and communicate with their 
husbands via Skype at an affordable cost. Aged in their 40s with only primary 
education, Benazir and Sivapriya subscribed to mobile money and life insurance 
services respectively. Contrary to the marketing efforts of MNOs and views of 
development policy makers, most participants did not wish to use mobile money 
services because they were satisfied with their current financial institutions. While 
some participants were unable to use their mobile phones for income activities due 
to existing gender disparities, several participants did not need to use them due to 
the nature of their income-earning activities, as discussed in the findings chapter 
(Katz & Blumler 1974). Hence, there could be justifiable reasons for participants 
and women in general for their mobile phone behaviours, such as their greater use 
of the device for social purposes than for instrumental ones.  
Based on the purposes for which participants utilised their mobile phones, 
it can be concluded that the mobile phone primarily brought them the gratifications 
of instrumentality, sociability, reassurance, affection, acquisition, time 
management, entertainment, relaxation, mobility and immediate access (Dimmick, 
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Sikand & Patterson 1994; Keller 1977; Leung & Wei 2000; Noble 1987; O'Keefe 
& Sulanowski 1995; Williams, Dordick & Jesuale 1985).  
6.2.4.1 Technological affordances of mobile phones 
The gratifications of new media are categorised into four groups of 
affordances: ‘modality, agency, interactivity, and navigability’ (the MAIN Model) 
(Sundar & Limperos 2013, pp. 506, 12).  
6.2.4.1.1 Modality affordance 
The participants gained modality affordance via acquisition of content in 
different forms, including text, pictures, audio and video, through mobile phones 
and mobile Internet, bringing them the gratifications of realism and ‘being there’. 
When using a smart phone, they experienced ‘coolness’ and novelty because of its 
enhanced features and unfamiliarity of the new device (Sundar & Limperos 2013, 
p. 513). When these gratifications are compared with the traditional uses and 
gratifications approach, ‘realism’ and ‘being there’ gratifications would fulfil 
instrumental purposes and ‘coolness’ and ‘novelty’, comparable to the ‘ritualized 
use of the medium’ (Sundar & Limperos 2013, p. 513).  
6.2.4.1.2 Agency affordances 
Participants experienced agency affordance to a certain degree as the agents 
of information, as they could to produce and communicate their own content 
through text messages, photos and videos, and determine when they wished to 
communicate – i.e. by using caller identification and selectively reading text 
messages. Resultant gratifications include agency-enhancement, filtering/tailoring 
and ownership, meeting their needs as motivated and involved users of new 
technologies (Sundar & Limperos 2013, pp. 513-4).  
6.2.4.1.3 Interactivity and navigability affordances 
Participants gained gratifications such as interaction, activity, and 
immediate responsiveness with their mobile phones- especially smart phone 
interfaces- immediately responding to their requirements. Navigability became 
possible for some participants with smart phones as they could easily move through 
the medium. However, since several participants used only Viber, Skype or 
WhatsApp, their involvements with smart phones were limited (Sundar & 
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Limperos 2013, pp. 513-6). Hence, in addition to dominant gratifications derived 
from socio-psychological factors of media users, participants were able to fulfil 
their needs derived from the affordance-based MAIN model – especially with 
interactive interfaces and Internet-connected smart phones. According to O'Keefe 
and Sulanowski (1995), who argue that effectiveness of a technology is measured 
by ‘how well it satisfies people’s needs’ (Leung & Wei 2000, p. 318), it can be 
concluded that the mobile phone had become an effective technology for the 
participants.  
6.2.5 Diffusion of innovations and mobile phone use 
As Everett M. Rogers (2003) explains, the mobile phone had become 
popular among participants primarily because of its relative advantage and 
compatibility. In the past, the participants faced difficulties resulting from slow or 
difficult communication via letters, telegrams, and telephones in neighbouring 
houses or at communication centres. Unlike with other communication 
technologies, such as landline telephones, they were satisfied with the benefits they 
received for their mobile service payments. Since Sri Lankan society places high 
importance on oral communication, the mobile phone is compatible with existing 
social values, particularly in maintaining familial and social bonds. The mobile 
phone is not complex to use, and may be used with relative ease by the elderly or 
uneducated. Prior to the actual purchase of the device, individuals can try out their 
family members’ or friends’ mobile phones. This homophilous environment 
encouraged the participants to adopt mobile phones. As their responses indicate, 
they could visibly observe and experience the advantages of using a mobile phone, 
which had reduced their anxieties and worries in communicating information 
immediately. Hence, all perceived attributes of mobile phones – relative advantage, 
compatibility, complexity, trialability and observability (Rogers 2003) positively 
influenced its high rate of adoption by the participants. Smart phone adoption was 
also high among the participants particularly because of its relative advantage and 
compatibility. 
When the participants’ adoption of mobile phones is examined in detail 
using Rogers’ (2003) analysis on adopters however, it is not possible to categorise 
smart phone adopters entirely as early adopters or early majority adopters based on 
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their characteristics. Participants Rashida and Azhara had not owned feature or 
basic handsets before they acquired smart phones as their very first mobile phones. 
Nayana and Dharsha, on the other hand, had owned smart phones in the past and 
since returned to feature phones and basic handsets due to their lower cost 
(affordability) and ease of use.  
The use of more-than-voice services, such as mobile money services, 
indicated a low adoption rate in the research setting compared to the capital, 
Colombo or Jaffna – a technologically advanced area situated in the Northern part 
of the country. According to regional MNO representatives and research 
participants, mobile users in Trincomalee town were more familiar with these 
services than those in remote areas, indicating that the relative speed with which 
an innovation is adopted may differ between social systems and locations. 
However, relative disadvantage, incompatibility with existing values concerning 
financial transactions (i.e. the high trust placed in banks), and less trialability could 
have influenced their lower adoption of these services.  
The social system in which the participants lived played a more significant 
role in determining mobile phone adoption than the innovation itself, 
communication channels or time elements. Despite higher ownership of mobile 
phones among the participants and in the setting, they were unable to be highly 
interactive with their devices due to negative social perceptions of female mobile 
phone use in the area. Many opinion leaders, change agents, politicians, members 
of the clergy, teachers and the police also were of the view that women should not 
use mobile phones. Rogers (2003, p. 456) explains that the consequences of an 
innovation are not equal because often the ‘change agent’ of a given setting is 
connected to privileged groups, e.g. those who uphold patriarchal values and 
commonly more concerned with their own needs and agendas than those of general 
adopters. Consequently, limits are placed on accessible information and 
opportunities for women in the setting.  
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6.2.6 Domestication and mobile phone use  
The findings indicate that the participants had domesticated the mobile 
phone, which played a significant role in and sometimes altered their daily routines 
(Silverstone 1994). For example, Gayani would complete her daily household 
chores before 9.30 or 10.00 pm because her husband would call her from abroad 
around that time. Chamila, Amila and Malini allocated time to talk with their family 
members and friends working in the Middle East on Fridays, their day off work. 
Kamaladevi made her dresses with pockets to carry her mobile phone with her all 
the times to answer calls from her children. Some young Muslim participants 
placed their mobile phones in specific places in their homes when not being used 
so that they could find them easily when receiving a call.  
Use of missed calls, call back text messages, two mobile phones, multiple 
SIM cards, data SIM cards with smart phones and mobile credit loans are some of 
the mobile phone appropriations of the participants. Another significant type of 
appropriation was the use of ring-in-tones to express their personality. By 
unsubscribing from ring-in-tones, Gayani attempted to present herself as a 
responsible mother, particularly to her children’s teachers, symbolising how the 
appropriation of mobile phone use has been shaped by the cultural values of society 
(Haddon 2011).  
The mobile phone had been domesticated differently at different points in 
participants’ lives. For instance, when Ganga was single and employed, she used 
her mobile phone more for social and entertainment purposes. However, as a 
mother and a retired employee at the time of the data collection, she primarily used 
it for instrumental purposes. Gayani and Amudha, who were less involved with 
mobile phones when they lived with their husbands, had become active users once 
they became the heads of their households (Haddon 2011).  
These examples suggest that the mobile phone fitted or had been 
appropriated well into participants’ lives and their cultures, even more than other 
technologies such as television, radio or landline telephone, finding its ‘specific 
place’ in their ‘rhythm of life’ (Green 2002, p. 43). The phrases used by participants 
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- ‘the mobile phone means everything’ and ‘if the mobile is upset, I’m also upset’- 
clearly illustrate its symbolic meaning in their lives (Haddon 2011).  
Silverstone, Hirsch and Morley (1992) identify four elements or phases of 
the transactional system in which the moral economy of the household is expressed 
– appropriation, objectification, incorporation and conversion.  
6.2.6.1 Appropriation  
Participants appropriated their mobile phones from the time of acquisition. 
Appropriation also took place in the process of self-creation via selection of ring-
in-tones, screen savers, ringing tones and volume level, not allowing others 
including their children to use it, and saving or downloading their favourite songs 
and videos (Silverstone, Hirsch & Morley 1992, p. 21).  
6.2.6.2 Objectification 
The importance that participants attributed to their devices was illustrated 
by their tendency to keep their mobile phones close to their skin, in their hands, 
tucked into their dresses or in their handbags. However, most participants did not 
want to display or use their mobile phones as a fashion statement, status symbol or 
domestic aesthetic symbol. 
6.2.6.3 Incorporation  
Incorporation, concerning how mobile phones were used by participants, 
revealed that they used it their own ways, sometimes different from those intended 
by their designers. Examples include the use of missed calls, using the Roman 
alphabet for text messages in Sinhala or Tamil, and using mobile phones more for 
entertainment and social purposes than for instrumental purposes. Hence, the 
mobile phone was well incorporated into participants’ daily routines, allowing 
them to manage and balance their activities, save travel time and money, control 
and ‘better spend’ their time listening to radio and music, watching videos, and 
taking and sharing photos and videos (Silverstone, Hirsch & Morley 1992, p. 24).  
However, more than the moral economy of the household (Silverstone, 
Hirsch and Morley (1992), the domestication of mobile phones by participants and 
control of its use by society, emphasised the gendered culture of technology use as 
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well as the gendered position of FHHs in the social system, pointed out by Sey 
(2011) and Hijazi-Omari and Ribak (2008).  
6.2.6.4 Conversion 
The mobile phone and its use obviously connected participants with the 
outside world – hence, it had become an object of their everyday conversations. Its 
use was influenced by the outside world as much as by their family members. Even 
the ring-in-tones used by participants led to outsiders assuming, learning about and 
judging their tastes and personalities (Silverstone, Hirsch & Morley 1992). Hence, 
the above analysis indicates that the mobile phone is not merely a technological 
object- rather from its appropriation stage- it is domesticated based on the cultural 
values and gendered positioning of users, who convert it into a cultural artefact. 
However, elements of the moral economy of the household must be expanded when 
applied to an individually-owned and used communication technology such as a 
mobile phone, which is different from other technologies placed in a fixed location 
of the home to be used by the entire family, such as a television.  
6.3 The Strengths and limitations of the study 
 One of the strengths of this study is its focus on the mobile phone use by FHHs 
in Sri Lanka, who occupy a marginalised and stigmatised social position within 
their patriarchal social structure. While previous studies have investigated mobile 
phone use by women engaged in income-earning activities, housewives and female 
students, this study addressed a gap in the research concerning the mobile phone 
use of women living without an adult male in their households and performing 
multiple roles.  
The sample of research participants selected for this study were 
heterogeneous and belonged to different ethnicities, religions, age groups, and 
educational and income levels. The research setting, a conservative area that had 
undergone both the prolonged civil conflict and the Boxing Day Tsunami, was also 
unique. Participants in research contexts chosen for many other studies- 
particularly in Asia and Africa- had not necessarily experienced such events 
simultaneously. The mobile phone use of a marginalised group in a research setting 
such as Trincomalee is distinctive because of the socio-economic changes that have 
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taken place in the area that had shaped the various communication needs which 
could be fulfilled via mobile phones. The research setting was also under-
researched in terms of mobile phone use, despite its unique socio-economic, 
cultural and religious diversity. Hence, the heterogeneity and the uniqueness of the 
research participants and research setting generated rich data to fulfil the objectives 
of this study. The researcher also conducted interviews with other relevant and 
representative stakeholders in addition to the representative sample of FHHs, to 
avoid self-reporting bias and to gain a broader understanding of the issues 
investigated in the study.  
However, there are limitations that must be taken into consideration when 
objectively interpreting the findings of this study. First, the findings cannot be 
generalised as with any findings of qualitative research. However, they provide 
useful insights of the phenomena under study that can provide the basis for further 
research. The findings as with all qualitative research, are limited to the time and 
place of the study and sample of participants. Furthermore, the study did not set 
out to examine the correlations, impact, influence or effects of variables such as 
age, educational level, income or type of headship of participants on their mobile 
phone use.  
Due to the proximity of family members or neighbours during the conduct 
of the depth interviews, participants may have exaggerated or understated their 
opinions or experiences due to the social desirability effect or self-censored 
themselves. Maintaining absolute privacy in conducting depth interviews was 
difficult to achieve because of the communal nature of the setting and the fact that 
participants had to seek help from their family members, neighbours and friends to 
carry out their daily activities – viz to look after their children, for safety and 
security. They too were often present within hearing, during the depth interviews 
out of interest, novelty or curiosity about the research process.  
The data for the present study were collected in mid-2014. Subsequently, 
as a fast-evolving communication medium, the participants’ use of and behaviours 
with mobile phones may have changed by 2017, which is unavoidable as a PhD 
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thesis requires a significant time gap between the data collection and final 
submission.  
As examples of the changes in mobile phone adoption and behaviours that 
may have taken place since the data collection within the setting, one can assume 
that the adoption of smart phones and mobile Internet may have significantly 
increased and mobile users adopted apps other than Viber and Skype.  
In the original study, including additional interviews with a few other 
participants such as sub-agents or representatives of MNOs, (in addition to retailers 
already included) who sell pre-paid and post-paid packages, SIM cards and mobile 
money services to retailers, should have been included in the study to gather more 
detailed information about their roles and experiences, as they are positioned 
between MNOs and retailers and may have provided unique insights on the 
phenomena under study.  
Finally, to serve as a true action research project, after gathering and 
analysing the preliminary findings, the researcher could have conducted a few more 
and larger-scale community fora for women in the setting or helped organise one-
to-one consultations for research participants with representatives of MNOs or 
community level welfare societies, to help solve any specific problems they faced 
with their own mobile phone use.    
6.4 Recommendations  
Based on the findings of the study, the researcher wishes to make the 
following recommendations to other researchers, policy makers, regulatory bodies, 
MNOs and civil society organisations.  
6.4.1 Recommendations for policy makers 
The findings highlight the importance of public awareness and education 
about effective and ethical use of mobile phones, with suitable etiquette suggested 
for mobile users in Sri Lanka, enabling all users to reap the maximum benefits from 
the technology. 
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6.4.1.1 Education and awareness campaigns  
Being the first communication technology owned and used by many lower 
income individuals in the country and due to its ubiquity and high levels of use, 
awareness and education about the mobile phone are much needed. It is 
recommended that education on mobile phone use be incorporated into school 
curricula of the early year levels to ensure effective use and norms imparted to both 
genders. Children should learn about safety and privacy issues related to using 
mobile phones and the Internet. They could in turn pass on that knowledge to their 
parents – especially mothers, who already seek help from their children when 
adopting a mobile phone.  
An effective awareness campaign about the unsavoury practice of making 
‘nuisance calls’ resulting in the sexual harassment of women using mobile phones, 
must be introduced in the region and country via public service announcements, 
public educational campaigns and toll-free helplines for victims to report such 
incidents, in collaboration with MNOs, the government, law enforcement, 
telecommunication regulators, and public and private NGOs. This should be 
combined with an attempt for an attitudinal change in the entire population- 
particularly opinion leaders, men or older women- about women’s use of mobile 
phones to emphasise that the device does not cause social issues but rather enhances 
female empowerment and the development of the nation.  
The TRCSL, for instance, has displayed a number of facts titled ‘Are U 
aware’ in their official web site 
(http://www.trc.gov.lk/images/pdf/AreUAware.pdf) concerning matters such as 
registering SIM cards, minimising nuisance calls and text messages, legal 
consequences of inappropriate mobile phone use behaviours, fraud related to 
mobile money, and instructions to be followed before buying a mobile phone. Even 
though this is a timely attempt from the telecommunication regulator, people must 
also be constantly made aware of these points through more widely used media in 
rural areas such as television, radio and newspaper advertisements, billboards, 
posters, and Interactive Voice Response (IVR) and text messages on mobile 
phones. Many individuals, particularly women, are unlikely to visit web sites, 
limiting the reach of such information outside Colombo. For instance, none of the 
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participants of the current study were aware of the facility initiated by TRCSL to 
track lost mobile phones.  
6.4.1.2 Managing nuisance calls 
Nuisance calls, the main form of harassment faced by the participants via 
their mobile phones, have significantly constrained women’s mobile phone use and 
must be immediately addressed by MNOs, telecommunication authorities and 
policy makers. These stakeholders must be made aware of the gravity and negative 
repercussions of nuisance calls to both senders and receivers. The official TRCSL 
web site instructs mobile users not to answer or reply to nuisance calls or text 
messages and use the caller block facility in their mobile phones. However, as 
indicated by the participants, these are not always effective strategies. Since the 
participants preferred making complaints about nuisance calls to their MNOs rather 
than at a police station, MNOs should be encouraged and empowered to act against 
nuisance callers by blocking or disconnecting numbers without charging 
complainants. Nuisance callers should be immediately warned through voice or 
text messages and blacklisted, imposing certain restrictions on their mobile phone 
use for a certain period. MNOs could also conduct training and awareness 
programs, to mobile payment providers on strategies to be implemented to protect 
the privacy of mobile users when purchasing reloads. This requires a change in the 
Sri Lankan culture-especially in rural areas- and general attitudes towards 
individual privacy by highlighting the need to maintain customers’ privacy in 
professional and commercial settings as good business practice.   
The legal consequences for nuisance callers must also be updated and 
strengthened to minimise the harassment faced by female mobile users in the 
setting and in the country. At present, sexually harassing another individual 
through nuisance calls is considered a minor offence with minimal punishment. 
Female mobile users should be advised and guided to record harassing calls to 
produce as evidence to be used by law enforcement authorities if a formal 
complaint is made in the future. Such legal punishments would significantly 
discourage mobile users in misappropriating the device.  
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Participants were reluctant to go to the police to make formal complaints 
about nuisance callers. Hence, NGOs, government institutions such as Divisional 
Secretariats, women’s welfare organisations and micro finance institutions could 
offer free legal services and make complaints on behalf of victimised women, as 
practised by one of the women’s welfare organisations involved in the current 
study.  
The existing legal consequences for sexual harassment practised through 
ICTs emphasise the need for comprehensive ICT regulations from the government 
(the Ministry of Women and Children’s Affairs, TRCSL) and other lobby groups 
(NGOs, MNOs, the police, political and civil groups, women’s organisations, 
micro finance institutions, and village and community welfare organisations). 
However, it is important to implement a viable, effective process that allows any 
female ICT user to submit complaints about nuisance callers instead of having to 
go through the lengthy, tiring process currently in place or made to feel that it is 
‘their own fault’. It should be made clear that it is every woman (or man’s) right to 
legitimately use a mobile phone without facing harassment from others.   
6.4.1.3 Changing traditional norms and beliefs  
The constraints faced by women in their mobile phone use signify the 
continuing traditional social and cultural practices and beliefs embedded in the 
patriarchal Sri Lankan social system, despite the many changes it has undergone 
over the years. For instance, due to the present economic situation in the country, 
both men and women often required to earn an income to make ends meet, contrary 
to the traditional norm. The number of FHHs has increased due to youth 
insurgencies, civil conflict, natural disasters, divorces and desertions. Yet, society 
has not kept up with these developments in changing its traditional expectations of 
and views about women. Male and female gender roles must be redefined in line 
with the changes that Sri Lankan society has experienced to allow women to live 
up to their full potential without hindrance from traditional gender norms and 
patriarchal power structures.  
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6.4.1.4 Special emergency phone line for women 
The participants indicated that their mobile phones were essential for their 
safety and security, allowing them to easily contact someone in an emergency. 
Considering their vulnerability as women, a special emergency line could be 
introduced due to the high number of FHHs in the area. In India for example, a new 
service had been introduced enabling women to make a complaint immediately to 
the police over the mobile phone by dialling 182 if they face any harassment. A 
safety app could also be introduced in response to increased adoption of smart 
phones among female mobile users, as proposed by some the participants in the 
second Tamil FGD.  
6.4.1.5 Tamil-speaking police  
The findings indicate that the Tamil-speaking participants faced obstacles 
when using their mobile phones for safety and security reasons due to language 
barriers. Hence, it is essential to appoint staff within law enforcement institutions, 
such as a police stations, who are proficient in Sinhala and Tamil to interact with 
the public. This should not be limited only to the Trincomalee area, but extended 
to other regions such as Colombo. Alternatively, as practised by MNOs with their 
customer service, the police emergency line and other relevant government and 
private institutions such as hospitals, water and electricity boards, and the public 
transportation commission should allow the public to choose their preferred 
language to communicate when they call these institutions.  
6.4.1.6 Mobile phone loans 
Village and community-based organisations should be encouraged to 
provide loans to their female members to buy mobile phones- particularly smart 
phones- to increase mobile phone ownership among women. Women must also be 
persuaded via training sessions, to use their mobile phones to seek relevant 
information to manage technophobia, misconceptions and current perceptions that 
mobile phones are only meant for talk and that technology is not suitable for 
women. For instance, organisations, MNOs, the government, NGOs and other 
public and private institutions, in collaboration with village and community-based 
societies such as welfare organisations and micro finance institutions, could send 
text messages or recorded voice messages containing information on advocacy and 
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legal issues, relevant government policies and support, such as the widow welfare 
scheme, assistance for self-employment, financial services, bank savings and loan 
schemes, health advice, meeting days and other news related to the organisations 
of which the recipients are members.  
6.4.1.7 Digital skills development 
Short video clips could be created and disseminated through traditional or 
social media, accompanied by training programs about the necessary digital skills 
such as how to operate smart phones, download apps, browse mobile Internet, 
check mobile account balances, send and receive text messages, buy and sell goods 
and services online, and use email, privacy settings and features such as the caller-
block option. Such training could also be offered by local libraries. One-to-one 
consultancy would also be effective because the use of mobile phones by each user 
is different and in open forums some may feel reluctant to submit questions. During 
the depth interviews, some participants asked for assistance and information on 
issues they faced with their mobile phones from the researcher. For instance, 
Gayani requested the researcher to check the torch in her new smart phone.  
Since participants often approached their husbands and adult, male family 
members with their mobile phone queries, the men could be instructed about and 
given leaflets on the features and functions to reach the women they help. The many 
female retailers who provide mobile payments and SIM cards could be especially 
trained and encouraged by providing incentives to reach and assist female mobile 
users who may be more comfortable learning from other women. MNOs must look 
for strategies to minimise the gap between their female customers and themselves, 
including establishing and promoting one-to-one service points for female 
customers as implemented by Mobitel at their customer service centres.  
Such easily accessible information would improve women’s engagement with their 
mobile phones and enable their children to benefit from mobile technology.  
6.4.1.8 Dissemination of relevant information to women 
It is also important to create content relevant to women in their preferred 
languages. Hence, MNOs and other third parties such as app developers, 
government and private institutions could participate in information creation and 
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dissemination processes. With the fast adoption rates of smart phones for instance, 
apps could be introduced to meet women’s needs for safety, access updated market 
prices of goods, government and private sector information relevant to them, 
employment opportunities, health tips and information required for children’s 
education. These apps should be designed in an easily accessible format, even to 
less digitally skilled users and be free-of-charge. As suggested by Ayesha 
Zainudeen- the Senior Research Manager of LIRNEasia- tech-savvy youth in the 
local area could be encouraged to showcase their creativity in app development 
through competitions conducted with the involvement of government or private 
sector organisations, as previously undertaken by Etisalat with the introduction of 
a platform for app developers. MNOs could play an intermediary role to coordinate 
supply and demand. If such effective yet simple-to-access apps can be designed to 
meet the needs of women, MNOs would also benefit by expanding their customer 
base and revenue.  
MNOs should also focus more on relevance, language and affordability of 
the services they provide to their mobile customers. Participants in the current study 
simply ignored text messages sent by MNOs, dismissing them as irrelevant and 
difficult to read and understand or did not open them due to their ignorance about 
accessing text messages.  
To change their customers’ negative attitudes towards text messages, 
MNOs should gradually reduce the number of promotional text messages sent and 
use the Sinhala/Tamil alphabets. IVR would be more effective than text because it 
enables customers to acquire information immediately and clarify concerns. For 
instance, Sivapriya could subscribe to life insurance because of an IVR received 
from her MNO. MNOs could employ their advertising budgets to disseminate 
information useful to their female customers- who are a significant segment of their 
market. 
Mobile radio would also be effective in disseminating information to 
women with the collaboration of MNOs, NGOs and women’s community 
organisations. Participants often listened to mobile radio while attending to other 
tasks, using even the simplest of mobile handsets, and did not have to spend extra 
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money to access it. These radio programs could be interactive, allowing listeners 
to contact experts directly, while programs could be designed and produced to meet 
their needs and requirements. As an initial experiment, a small community radio 
station could be established in Trincomalee to broadcast information on health, 
legal issues, employment and educational opportunities using the edutainment 
approach. Existing services such as educational radio and television services from 
the national broadcasters could also be feasible with funding provided by the 
commercial mobile industry.     
6.4.1.9 Reducing taxes imposed on mobile communication 
Samarajiva (2010, 2016) argues that the government should examine 
possibilities to reduce the current tax imposed on mobile usage. Regulatory 
authorities could further their support to MNOs to offer a quality mobile service to 
users and ensure the smooth functioning of the mobile industry in the country. The 
TRCSL could expand their awareness programs and other services, such as quality 
control of imported mobile phones and tracking lost mobile phones. The outdated 
laws and regulations of the 1996 Telecommunications Act on mobile 
communication must also be streamlined to ensure the standards of the mobile 
phones imported to the country and the quality of mobile services.  
These recommendations highlight the fact that empowerment of women 
through mobile phone use signify their extended individual freedoms which is a 
multi-dimensional process involving all relevant stakeholders – the government, 
MNOs, NGOs, village and community-based organisations, opinion leaders, 
mobile information developers, the public, the education system, the legal system 
and institutions, and religious communities (Bourdieu 2001; Sen 1999, p. 284). The 
ultimate goal of these recommendations, therefore, the ‘removal of various types 
of unfreedoms that leave people with little choice and little opportunity of 
exercising their reasoned agency’ (Sen 1999, p. xii).  
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6.4.2 Recommendations for further research  
The findings and insights gained from the current study suggest several 
interesting questions for future research.  
6.4.2.1 On nuisance calls 
A depth study needed to examine the motivations for nuisance calls made 
mostly by men to unknown women to see what factors drive them. General 
arguments in society indicate these could be out of boredom, loneliness, genuinely 
seeking a relationship or unconscious misogyny, in an era and setting where 
traditional gender roles and freedoms of women have changed from those under 
traditional patriarchy.   
Further research can be conducted to explore the experiences of men with 
nuisance calls that they make to women. For instance, a male friend of the 
researcher revealed how men had been cheated and exploited by women over the 
mobile phone- some requesting men to top up their mobile credit. Sometimes, when 
men express their intention to meet women with whom they have been 
communicating over the mobile phone, they were given the addresses of police 
stations, schools and cemeteries. The researcher also learnt of a young man who 
had initiated an affair after receiving a call from an unknown female, which 
continued for about three years, after which the man discovered that the woman 
was already married with two children. These examples suggest that men may also 
undergo negative experiences due to mobile phone conversations they continue 
with unknown women who did made the nuisance call. However, their experiences 
rarely made public probably because the men as embarrassed about their negative 
experience. Hence, it would be vital to explore mobile phone use behaviours and 
experiences of men as well in a patriarchal society such as Sri Lanka.  
6.4.2.2 Mobile phone use by men and married women living with their 
husbands 
More research is required to explore the use of mobile phones by men as 
well as women who are not FHHs – that married women living with their husbands, 
to examine the role of the mobile phone role in their relationships and if and how 
existing gender and power relations are reinforced or contested in their use of 
mobile phones. 
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During the data collection, the researcher was informed of married women 
who had their mobile phones destroyed or discarded by their suspicious husbands. 
Some could use a mobile phone only when their husbands were at home, and 
husbands would often take their wives’ mobile phones with them when they went 
out. Some husbands would suddenly take their wives’ SIM cards and use them for 
few days to verify their contacts. The research on the use of the mobile phone by 
married men and women would enable comparison of their use with that of FHHs 
within a specific setting.  
6.4.2.3 Mobile phone use by children with parents working overseas 
Mobile phone use by children whose parents live overseas for work should 
also be investigated, as Sri Lanka has a high level of male and female, temporary 
migration, with children remaining in the country. The mobile phone is highly 
valuable for such families to stay in touch. For example, a mobile phone vendor 
interviewed for the current study reported many young people purchasing smart 
phones and tablet computers to communicate with their mothers working overseas 
who had sent money to their children to buy them. However, little research has 
been carried out in this area.  
6.4.2.4 Adoption of more-than-voice services  
 A depth study could be conducted to gain a broader understanding of the use of 
more-than-voice services by women in Sri Lanka. The present trend of mobile 
phone use in the country indicates that, in future, services such as mobile Internet, 
mobile banking and VAS are likely to become more common than traditional voice 
calls. Such a study would reveal the importance of existing services, such as VAS 
and apps for women, and how they could be improved or new services introduced 
to meet women’s needs. With the greater adoption of smart phones in the country, 
it would be interesting to explore smart phone and mobile data adoption, especially 
among female mobile users in the country.  
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6.5 Concluding remarks 
Telecommunications in Sri Lanka dating back to the 1850s, have come a 
long way from the telegraph and fixed-line telephones to mobile phones. Because 
of high maintenance costs, infrastructure requirements and the monopoly held by 
the government-owned Department of Telecommunications, only a small number 
of privileged individuals could own and use landline telephones until the 1990s, 
even though the technology was introduced in the 1880s. The mobile phone, 
however, became the breakthrough communication technology from about 2003 as 
it had the potential to gradually fulfil the day-to-day communication needs of a 
previously neglected population of non-landline owners. Today the number of 
mobile subscribers exceeds the total population of the country (due to multiple 
SIMs owned by many individuals), making it the most popular communication 
technology in Sri Lankan history. The country is on par in its mobile 
communication services with the rest of the digitalised world, being the first 
country in South Asia to establish a cellular mobile service in 1988; commercial 
3G (in 2006) and 4G (in 2011) services (Gunawardana 2007). While making a 
significant contribution to the GDP of the country, the mobile industry has also 
created many formal and informal employment opportunities for the country’s 
population.  
The findings reveal how existing, deeply-rooted patriarchal values in Sri 
Lankan society are reinforced in the use of this new communication technology. 
Supporting Carolyn Marvin’s claim (1988, p. 235) that ‘the past really does survive 
in the future’, old social values are still reflected in new technologies, suggesting 
that the mobile phone has become a mixed blessing for women, particularly those 
living without a husband.  
This study was an eye-opening learning journey for the researcher, who 
examined the issues that women undergo in their daily lives and explored the 
reasons underlying their mobile phone use behaviours. She came to better 
understand the reasons for her own mobile phone practices, which she had 
previously considered as normal or part of life. Meanwhile, interviews and FGDs 
with the researcher enabled participants to change their taken-for-granted attitudes 
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and to critically examine the roles played by mobile phones in their daily lives, 
from the time they woke up in the morning until going to bed at night.  
In conclusion, this study provides evidence that the mobile phone is ‘neither 
inherently patriarchal nor unambiguously liberating’ (Wajcman 2004, p. 148), but 
is rather a cultural artefact that reflects the multiple identities and social position of 
contemporary women in the research setting of Eastern Sri Lanka.  
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Appendices 
Appendix 1 
Map of Trincomalee with 11 DS Divisions 
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1 Town & Gravets 424 19 2002 51 2 550 61 0 254 7 0 7 543      21        2,813    3,377        
2 Kuchchaveli 76 2 294 1 0 13 43 2 543 0 0 0 120      4          850       974            
3 Padavisiripura -              -      -       18        - 762      -       -       -       -       -       -       18        -       762       780            
4 Gomarankadawela -              -      3          24        -     402      -       -       -       -       -       -       24        -       405       429            
5 Morawewa 29                -      29        14        -     58        7          -       26        -       -       -       49        -       252       301            
6 Thampalakamam 63                -      349      -       -     191      -       -       448      -       -       -       63        -       988       1,051        
7 Kantalai 51 0 136 88 0 951 5 0 475 0 0 40 144      1          1,602    1,746        
8 Kinniya 49                1          129      -       -     -       70        15        1,555  -       -       -       119      16        1,684    1,819        
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10 Verugal 164             303     17        -       -     -       -       -       -       -       -       -       164      303      17         484            
11 Muthur 429 1 1087 1 0 5 107 18 1327 0 0 0 537      19        2,419    2,975        
1331 326 4291 259 2 3279 299 35 4707 7 -       47 1,895  364      12,347 14,605      Total
Widows Details in Trincomalee District - 2011
Source : All Divisional Secretariat,Trincomalee
No.of Widows
DS Division
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Appendix 3 
Call for Volunteers for a Research Project on the Use of the Mobile Phone in 
Trincomalee- Interviews 
A student researcher from the Faculty of Arts and Education at Deakin University, 
Australia, is researching the use of mobile phones by the female heads of households (widows, 
separated and divorced, women whose husbands live outside Trincomalee, never married) in 
Trincomalee, Sri Lanka as part of her Doctoral Research project. She is seeking interview 
participants over 18 years of age from all ethnicities for her research project who are local 
residents in DS divisions of Town & Graverts, Kanthalai, Muthur, and Kinniya and own a 
mobile phone or have used a mobile phone during the previous three months. Participants will 
be asked about their experiences, difficulties and interactions with the use of mobile phones in 
their day-to-day life.  
The interview will take about 30 to 45 minutes and will be conducted in your own 
language. It will be conducted at a location suitable to both you and the researcher.   
The project has been approved by the University’s Ethics Committee (Ref: 2014 - 125) 
The data collected for the project will be kept confidential and will only be used for 
academic purposes.  
If you are interested in taking part in this research project, please contact  
Ms Achala Abeykoon on 071-8588815  
achalaabeykoon@yahoo.com or aabeykoo@deakin.edu.au   
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Appendix 4 
Interview Guide for Female Heads of Households 
 
Information on their mobile phone/s  
1. How many and what type of mobile phones/SIM cards do you own/use? 
Prompts for the interviewer 
 Do you or did you use/own a telephone (fixed and CDMA)?  
 Do you use/own any other ICT devices (laptop/desktop computer/iPad/iPod/Tablets)? 
 
Mobile phone: Mode of payment & expenditure 
2. What is the payment method/s of your mobile phone/s? (e.g. Pre-paid, post-paid) 
Prompts for the interviewer 
 If it is post-paid, what kind of package do you use?  
 If pre-paid, do you use recharge card or reloads? 
 What is your average monthly expenditure on your mobile phone? 
 How do you check your account balance? 
 Can you get credit loan from your service provider if you run out of your account 
balance? 
 
3. For what purposes do you use your mobile phone? 
Economic empowerment 
4. If you are engaged in income earning activities, how often do you use your mobile 
phone to call or to receive calls from your customers/employees/suppliers or work 
colleagues/ employers?  
Prompts for the interviewer 
 Do you get relevant information related to your income earning activities from any 
external bodies using your mobile phone?   
 Do you use any mobile financial services such as mobile banking/ mobile money 
services? 
 Who are your customers?  
 Where do your customers, suppliers and employees live or work (in your 
neighbourhood, in the same village or town, in different areas within Trincomalee, 
outside Trincomalee, outside Sri Lanka)?  
 Do you think that the mobile phone helps you and makes you more confident in 
balancing your business life and the family/home life, in getting more things done and 
not travelling much for business and/or family purposes?  
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 Do you display your mobile number with the contact details of your product or service? 
 What are the specific features/apps of the mobile phone that you use for business 
/personal proposes?  
 How would you compare the status of your business/income earning activity prior to 
and after the use of a mobile phone? 
 Who takes business related decisions and financial related decisions in your family? 
 If your husband/family members live away from home to earn an income for the family, 
how often do you contact him/them over the mobile phone? Do you discuss financial 
related matters with him/them regularly?  
 Do you lend your mobile phone to others (such as neighbours) to use? 
 Are you a member of any community based society, welfare organisation or political 
party?  
 How do you feel about having your own income and your responsibility to manage your 
family? 
Social/spatial empowerment  
5. How often do you make calls from and receive calls to your mobile phone from your 
family, neighbours, relations and friends on non-business things?  
 
Prompts for the interviewer 
 In your contact list, are the majority of contacts related to business or family/ social 
relationships?  
 Do you keep your mobile phone with you at all times and where ever you go?  
 Do you have to ask for permission or inform anyone about where you are going before 
you leave the house?   
 Do you often contact health related personnel, government/ non-governmental 
administrative officials, security personnel, goods/ services providers, education 
related personnel of children from your mobile phone?    
 Do you use your mobile phone for any educational or knowledge improvement 
purposes?    
 How do you feel about having a mobile phone ?(such as feeling more safer, secure, 
self- reliant, better prepared to face and cope up with emergencies, more independent, 
increased social network and support)?  
 Do you feel that the things you could not do earlier (prior to the use of a mobile phone) 
can be done now because of the mobile phone (such as traveling beyond your home 
town, expanding/strengthening your social network, getting more information etc.)?  
 How do your family members, neighbours, friends and relatives assist you in carrying 
out your family and income earning activities? 
 How do they regard your use of mobile phones? 
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 Do you feel that your present position (being the head of household and the 
breadwinner) has changed your status in your family and in your society than before? 
 Do you find adequate time for community interaction/ social networking? 
 Are you a member of any community based organisation?  
o If yes, what are the things you have been able to achieve by being a member of 
such organisations?  
6. Are you a member, a leader, a representative or an office bearer of any community 
based society, welfare organisation, government legal administration (such as justice of 
peace, notary) or political party?  
7. Are you particular in using specific pictures, phrase for your mobile interface and a 
ringing tone for your mobile phone?  
 
8. What are the facilities do you get from your service provider (such as missed call alerts, 
promotional information, account balance information etc.)?  
 
9. What are the features/in-built apps do you use in general in your mobile phone 
(calculator, alarm, torch, clock, date & time, camera, sound recorder, Bluetooth, 
weather, calendar, maps, games etc.)? 
 
10. Do you use or have you used any VAS?  
 
11. Can you access the Internet from your mobile phone? If yes, what are the sites you visit 
(Facebook, YouTube, Skype, Yahoo, Google etc)? 
 
Constraints 
12. What are the difficulties/challenges do you face in using the mobile phone? 
 
Prompts for the interviewer 
 Have you experienced any difficulty in using the mobile phone? 
 Do you take any precautions when giving your mobile number for outsiders or getting 
their mobile number? 
 Have you been harassed by any ‘unknown’ or nuisance’ calls, texts, and picture 
messages or after giving your mobile number to anyone outside your friends or 
relatives? 
 If you lose your SIM card, can you get the same mobile number from your service 
provider? If you lose your mobile phone, do you know the steps to be taken? 
 Do you trust your agents, pre-paid service providers (in giving them your mobile 
number, getting the top-up as requested etc.)? 
 Do you have electricity in your home?  
3 4 3  
 
 
 Do you find that the mobile phone technology or its interface is complex and difficult 
to be used?  
 Do you find any difficulties in going out home to top –up your mobile phone or when 
you get a problem (such as technical) with your mobile phone? 
 Do you have any restriction in owning and using a mobile phone from your family 
members or relatives? 
 Do you feel that the mobile phone limits your privacy and wastes your time in any way? 
 Have you experienced any kind of disadvantages from your children’s use of the mobile 
phone (such as contacting people without your knowledge or permission)? 
 Have you experienced any inconvenience in displaying or giving out your mobile phone 
number for business promotional purposes or any other purpose?   e.g. Junk 
messages/calls 
Mobile phone and mass media interaction 
13. Do you use the mobile phone for other purposes than making and receiving calls such 
as listen to music/radio/watch TV etc.?  
Prompts for the interviewer  
 What was the last time you listened to music/radio/watch TV on the mobile phone?   
 Do you have any songs/music/videos stored in your mobile phone? 
o If yes, how do you get them? 
 Do you use the mobile phone to send SMS for reality shows or any other competitions 
on TV or radio? 
 Do you contact the resource persons for TV/radio programs or writers of newspaper 
articles (such as of programs on women’s health, educational, self-employments, law 
related issues, personal wellbeing programs) through your mobile phone? 
 
Mobile literacy 
14.  What functions can you use in your mobile phone? 
Prompts for the interviewer 
 Can you add/delete a contact to/from your contact list? 
 Can you get an existing contact from the list and make call or send a SMS? 
 Do you know how to divert, block incoming calls? If yes, when and why did you start 
using them? 
 Can you follow the instructions and top-up your account if it is a recharge card? 
 Do you use the text messages/MMS in your mobile phone? 
o If yes, why do you use them?  
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o In which language do you type your messages?  
o What are the languages supported by your keyboard? 
o From when you have been using them?  
o How did you learn to use them? 
 Do you like to learn new functions in your mobile phone? 
 Do you like to learn them by yourself or you get someone to teach you? 
 If you get someone to teach you the mobile functions, who are they? 
 
Mobile phones and related accessories 
15. What mobile phone accessories do you have? 
Prompts for the interviewer 
 Do you use a hands free set with your mobile phone? 
 Do you use a screen guard/ back cover/mobile phone cover/stickers for your mobile 
phone? 
Other factors 
16. Do you have any plan to change the mobile handset or the service provider in near 
future? 
17. As you think, what is the most valuable use of mobile phone for you in your life? 
18. Do you have anything else to say about your mobile phone? 
19. Demographic Information 
 Name (optional): 
 DS division:  
i. Town & Gravets  
ii. Kanthalai 
iii. Kinniya 
iv. Muthur 
 
 
 Name of Municipal Council / Urban Council (if urban sector only) 
                              ............................................................................ 
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 Name of village (if rural sector only) 
 What age group do you belong to:  
i. 18 – 30 years 
ii. 31 – 40 years 
iii. 41 – 50 years 
iv. 51 – 60 years 
v. 61 years and above 
 What is your ethnicity:    
i. Sinhalese 
ii. Sri Lankan Tamil 
iii. Indian Tamil 
iv. Sri Lankan Moor (Muslim) 
v. Burgher 
vi. Malay 
vii. Sri Lankan Chetty 
viii. Mixed 
ix. Other 
 What is your religion: 
i. Buddhist   
ii. Hindu 
iii. Islamic 
iv. Christian 
v. Other   
 
Specify: ……………………..                 
 
 Type of female headship:  
i. widow – war    
ii. Widow- Tsunami  
iii. Widow- other 
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iv. Divorced 
v. separated 
vi. Male migration 
vii. Never married  
viii. Other 
 
 Educational attainment 
i. Illiterate    
ii. Up to grade 5 
iii. Grade 5 – 10 
iv. GCE O/L 
v. GCE A/L  
vi. Tertiary studies 
Vii Other    
 
  Principal employment status and sector:    
i. Government employee 
ii. Semi government employee 
iii. Private sector employee 
iv. Employer 
v. Self-employed 
vi. Agricultural labourer 
vii. Non-agricultural labourer 
viii. Unpaid family worker 
ix. Other 
 If an employer, how many employees work under you?  
 Other income sources, if any:        
i. Agricultural activities (paddy and other seasonal crops) 
ii. Other agricultural activities (coconuts, fruits, meat, fish, egg, milk, other food 
item, horticulture, home gardening) 
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iii. Non-agricultural activities (manufacturing, construction, trade, transport, guest 
house, restaurants, bars etc., sewing, tutoring)   
iv. Boarding fees/ Renting/ leasing of property (buildings, lands, vehicles, 
machinery etc.) 
v. Earnings of husband/ family relation 
vi. Pension (including family members) 
vii. Welfare allowances (Samurdhi, widowhood, disability etc.)  
viii. Seettu (traditional form of group savings)/ repayments of loans/ deposit interests 
 What is your total monthly income:    
i. Equal or less than Rs. 10, 000 
ii. Rs. 10, 001 – Rs. 20, 000 
iii. Rs. 21, 001 – Rs. 30, 000 
iv. Rs. 31, 001 – Rs. 40, 000 
v. Rs. 41, 001 – Rs. 50, 000 
vi. Rs. 50, 001 or more   
 Total number of dependents:     Adults:       Children under 17:   
 
 Do you have anyone to help with your domestic chores (such as children, in laws, 
maids, helpers etc.)? yes/no  Provide details 
 When did you become a head of household?  Year (approximately):   
 When did you start the present employment? Year (approximately):   
 Why did you start this kind of employment? 
 Were you engaged in any kind of income earning activity prior to your marriage? 
 Were you engaged in any kind of income earning activity when you were living with 
your husband? 
 How do you feel about your present employment/income earning activity? 
 What are your future plans for the expansion of the existing business and or start of a 
new income generating activity? 
 
Thank you very much for your time and information.  
i.  
ii.  
iii.  
iv.  
v.  
vi.  
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Appendix 5 
Details of the stakeholder group interviewees 
 
1. Telecommunication Policymakers and Regulators 
- Mrs RMTKP Livera - Deputy Director, Compliance (Surveillance & 
Quality of Service, telecommunications Regulatory Commission of Sri 
Lanka, Colombo. 
 
2. Researchers and experts on mobile phones, gender & ICTs 
- Ms Ayesha Zainudeen - Senior Research Manager of LIRNEasia 
(regional ICT policy and regulation non-profit organisation), Colombo 
 
3. MNOs (regional and national levels) 
- Mr Leonard Balthazar - Senior Service Centre Supervisor and the Area 
Manager of Dialog Axiata, Trincomalee 
- Mr Suneth Haputhanthri - Head of VAS of Mobitel (Pvt.) Ltd, Colombo 
- Mr Darshana Abayasingha - Corporate Communication Manager of 
Dialog Axiata, Colombo    
 
4. Representatives of NGOs, micro finance institutions, and community welfare societies  
- Mrs Nirmala Nawarathna - The President, Sanasa Development Bank, 
Ambayapura, Trincomalee  
- Mrs Mary Dayalini Ithayaraj - The President, Young Women Christian 
Association, Trincomalee 
- Mrs Loku Galappaththige Disna Priyanthi - The President of a Sinhalese 
women’s association, Trincomalee 
- Mrs S Kanalingam – The President of a Tamil women’s association 
 
5. Mobile SIM card dealers and mobile payment service providers 
- Mrs WA Wajira Kumari - Trincomalee  
- Ms Raiza - Kinniya 
 
6. Mobile handset vendors and agents 
- Mohamed Asanar Lebbi Nihath - Mobile phone shop, Trincomalee 
- J Mayuran - LG Abans, mobile phone shop, Trincomalee  
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Appendix 6 
Interview guide for the office bearers of micro finance institutions and community 
welfare societies  
 Could you provide me a brief back ground on your institution/ department? 
 How many members do you have at present in your organisation? Can you give me a 
description of the members of your institution? 
 Do you conduct any training programs or awareness programs for women? 
 How do you see the adoption and interaction of the members with the mobile phones 
and other ICT devices?  
 Do you conduct programs with mobile service providers or any other external 
organisation to enhance their interaction/ownership with ICTs? 
 Do you consider and ask for the needs and requirements of your members before 
conducting any programs for them? 
 What are the challenges, if any that you face in conducting these types of programs? 
 Are there any other steps that your organisation have taken to improve the involvement 
of your members with the mobile phones and other ICTs?  
 Do you see any changes in the members’ lives, income earning activities once they start 
using the mobile phone? 
 As you have experienced in which ways women have been able to improve their lives 
after being the members of your organisation? 
 
Thank you very much for your time, information and insights 
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Appendix 7 
Interview guide for the Mobile handset vendors and agents 
 What type of customers/clients do you have (age/ethnicity/gender/social status)? 
 What are the brands and models of mobile phones available for sale at your shop? Why 
do you think these models/brands are popular? 
 What types of payment facilities do you offer to your customers? 
 What do (price, features, and facilities) customers look for when they buy mobile 
phones?  
 What are the features and facilities that female customers look for in a mobile phone? 
Why do you think they look for them?  
 What are the other services you offer other than selling mobile phones (such as mobile 
phone unlocking, buying mobiles from customers for resale, repairing phone, music 
songs uploading etc.)? 
 Do you sell other accessories and external devices related to mobile phones (e.g. 
batteries, chargers, mobile phone covers, back stickers, screen guards, hands free sets)? 
 What accessories and devices are women are interested in? 
 Do you see any differences between the female/ male, urban/rural customers in their 
buying and adoption behaviors of the mobile phone? 
 How do you obtain your stocks of mobile phones and other related items for sale? 
 What would you think about your sales and profits? 
 Can you identify any peak time periods for mobile phone sales? 
 What do you think of the mobile phone market in Trincomalee and Sri Lanka? 
 What would be its future? 
 Do you face any challenges in continuing this business in Trincomalee? 
 
Thank you very much for your time, information and insights 
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Appendix 8 
Interview guide for the Mobile SIMS and pre-paid payment service providers 
 Do you provide both ‘reload’ and recharge cards? 
 Which mobile service providers’ recharge cards and reloads have the highest demand? 
 Why do you think reload/recharge is more popular than the other? 
 What are the minimum and maximum values of recharge cards/reloads you sell? 
 Can you describe the type of customers you have (e.g. age, gender)? 
 Do you see any differences in buying behaviors of pre-paid services between your male 
and female customers? 
 Do you sell ‘data cards’? If yes, what are their prices? Who are your customers for the 
data cards? 
 How and why did you start mobile pre-paid services? 
 How and from where do you obtain recharge cards/data cards? 
 Can you explain to me your role in the process of ‘reload’? 
 Do you find difficulties in providing reload services (such as taking longer time to be 
processed, errors occurring during the process, leaking customers’ mobile numbers to 
others, that may lead to violations of the customer’s privacy and confidentiality of the 
phone number)? 
 How do you make profits from these services? 
 Do you get any training, incentives or any other facility from the mobile service 
providers that you work for? 
 Do you sell SIM cards? What are their prices? 
 Are there any procedural requirements to be fulfilled before selling a SIM card (such 
as filling a form, getting a proof for the identity and age of the customer, entering 
customer details into a data base, etc.)? 
 Are there any limits on the number of SIMs that a person can own?  
 What do you think of the mobile phone adoption in your area? 
 Do you provide any other services related to mobile phones?  
 Do you inform your customers on promotional activities of mobile service providers? 
 
Thank you very much for your time, information and insights 
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Appendix 9 
Interview guide for the MNOs (regional and national level) 
Regional level – Dialog  
 What are the current sales targets/service promotions of your company for this area? 
 Has your company differentiated the services and promotional tools designed and 
offered to customers in Trincomalee in comparison to other areas in the country?   
 Do you provide any special services or promotional tools to increase the uptake of 
mobile phones among women in the area? 
 What are your opinions on consumer behaviours related to mobile services in 
Trincomalee? 
 Does your company feel that the customer market in Trincomalee has reached a 
saturation point for mobile services or could there still be potential for new customers?  
 What are your future plans for the area? 
 Have you taken steps to improve the quality of the mobile services your company 
provides to Trincomalee (technical improvements such as 4G, improvements in 
network coverage etc.)? 
 Does your company carry out any programs to improve the interactions between your 
customers especially women with the mobile phones or any other mobile devices? E.g. 
A Tablet/iPad provided free for a limited time to a community as an introduction to its 
services and functions.   
 Does your company carry out any Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) activities in 
this area? 
 What are the challenges, if any, you face in providing services in Trincomalee? 
 What are your opinions about the mobile market in Trincomalee? 
Thank you very much for your time, information and insights 
National level – Dialog 
 As the leading mobile operator in the country, what are the services that Dialog promote 
at present nationally? 
 What is the contribution of Dialog services make (such as VAS) for the development 
of Sri Lanka (especially in education, health, employment, banking and business 
opportunities)? 
 What do you think about the use of VAS for development of your customers/clients? 
 How/why did you commence mobile money service? What are your observations on 
its progress in the country? 
 Do you see any differences between the male and female mobile consumer behaviours 
of your customers? 
 Does Dialog have any services targeting particularly groups of women as a targeted 
segment? 
 What do you think of the mobile market in the Northern and Eastern provinces? 
 Does Dialog have any development plans for these areas? E.g. upgrading the services 
etc.  
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 What is the progress experienced by the solar and wind powered base stations of Green 
Power for Mobile Programmes initiated by your Company? 
 What is your opinion on the floor price introduced by Telecommunication Regulatory 
Commission in 2011?  
 What do you think of the future of the mobile industry in Sri Lanka? 
 How do you face the challenges of rapidly changing technical designs of mobile cellular 
services and mobile handsets in the mobile world? 
 What is your opinion on the position of Sri Lanka in the global mobile market? 
 What are the future goals of Dialog?  
 
Thank you very much for your time, information and insights    
National level –Mobitel 
 What are the mobile services Mobitel is promoting at present? 
 Why did Mobitel offer a special package for women? e.g. Liyasara 
 What do you think of its adoption by Sri Lankan women? 
 Do customers of the Liyasara package use the other services provided by the package 
(e.g. insurance cover for death and disability, health, cookery, fashion and beauty tips.) 
 What is the current status of the educational program targeted at rural farming women 
using mobile learning methods project established by Liyasara?   
 Do you have any future plans for women’s empowerment through the Liyasara 
package? 
 Do you think there are differences between male and female mobile consumer 
behaviours among your clients? 
 What is the contribution of Mobitel services and the Company for the development of 
the country? 
 What do you think about the use of VAS for development by your customers/clients? 
 Can you provide details of the external parties that Mobitel works with (such as 
Universities, government departments, VAS providers etc.)? 
 How has the Mobitel approached the mobile market in the North and Eastern 
Provinces? 
 What is your opinion on the floor price introduced by Telecommunication Regulatory 
Commission in 2011?  
 What do you think of the future of the mobile industry in Sri Lanka? 
 How do you face the challenges of rapidly changing technical designs of the mobile 
cellular services and mobile handsets in the mobile world? 
 What is your opinion on the position of Sri Lanka in the global mobile market? 
 What are the future goals of Mobitel?     
 
Thank you very much for your time, information and insights 
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Appendix 10 
Interview Guide for the Telecommunication Policy Regulators of Telecommunications 
Regulatory Commission (TRC) 
 Could you explain the role played by the TRC in issuing licences for mobile services 
in Sri Lanka? 
 What are the steps taken by the TRC in maintaining and developing the mobile industry 
in the country? 
 Is the 700MHz frequency band for Long-Term Evolution technology available now?  
 How does the rapidly evolving mobile cellular technologies and mobile handset 
technologies affect the policies and mobile licensing procedures of TRC? 
 Mobile operators think that the floor price introduced in 2011 must be removed because 
the mobile market has recovered from its downfall of revenues and Average Revenue 
Per User (ARPU). What is the response of TRC on this issue?   
 RTEC Mobile Lanka (private) Ltd has been given licence in 2008, would they 
commence their services in Sri Lanka soon? 
 What was the response to the hotline service introduced by TRC in 2011 for mobile 
customers to test the condition of their mobile phone prior to buying them? 
 Could you tell me the customer response to the smart phone of TRC’s project on ‘Speed 
Measuring Facility to Smart phone Platform’ for data services? 
 Has TRC taken any steps to track lost/stolen mobile phones?  
 What are the future plans of TRC for improving the mobile communication industry in 
the country? 
Thank you very much for your time, information and insights 
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Appendix 11 
Interview guide for the Researchers and Experts on Mobile phone use and Gender & 
ICT 
 
Senior Research Manager of LIRNEasia (regional ICT policy and regulation non-
profit organisation) 
 What are your views on the present status of the mobile industry in the country? 
 Today, mobile operators think that the floor price introduced in 2011 must be removed 
because the mobile market has recovered from its downfall of revenues and ARPU. 
What is your position on this issue?   
 Do you think that people in the BOP or Bottom of the (economic) Pyramid would 
benefit from data services promoted by the mobile operators and the popularity of smart 
phones in the country?  
 What is your opinion on the use of mobile phones for development in Sri Lanka, 
especially with respect to the VAS (Value Added Services) designed for development 
and mobile banking offered by mobile operators for mobile customers in the country? 
 In one of your studies (2008) conducted in the Northern part of the country, it is found 
that none of your respondents owned a mobile phone for more than three years in Jaffna. 
So, do you think their late uptake can have an impact on their mobile phone adoption?   
 In your study on the gender divide in using telephones at the BOP in five Asian 
countries, you found that there is a gender divide to some extent in Sri Lanka while in 
another it is found that this divide can hinder women’s empowerment. Could you 
explain in which ways this would have an effect on women?   
 In one of your interviews you have explained the advantages of number portability for 
mobile customers. However, this method has not yet been implemented. Do you still 
believe that it should be?  
 Do you think that the minimum floor price introduced by the TRC for mobile services 
in 2011 should be continued?  
 What reforms would you suggest for the future development of the mobile industry in 
Sri Lanka?  
 
Thank you very much for your time, information and insights 
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Appendix 12 
Call for Volunteers for a Research Project on Use of Mobile Phone in Trincomalee - 
Focus Groups 
A student researcher from the Faculty of Arts and Education at Deakin University, 
Australia, is researching the use of mobile phones by the female heads of households (widows, 
separated and divorced, women whose husbands live outside Trincomalee, never married) in 
Trincomalee, Sri Lanka as part of her Doctoral Research project. She is seeking interview 
participants over 18 years of age from all ethnicities for her research project who are local 
residents in DS divisions of Town & Graverts, Kanthalai, Muthur, and Kinniya and own a 
mobile phone or have used a mobile phone during the previous three months.  
The focus group discussion will take about an hour and will be conducted in your own 
language. It will be held at a location suitable to both you and the researcher.  The project has 
been approved by the University’s Ethics Committee (Ref: 2014 - 125). 
The data collected for the project will be kept confidential and will only be used for 
academic purposes.  
  
If you are interested in taking part in this research project, please contact the  
Ms Achala Abeykoon on 071-8588815  
achalaabeykoon@yahoo.com or aabeykoo@deakin.edu.au 
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Appendix 13 
Plain Language Statement and Consent Form to Interview and Focus Group 
Participants and the Organisations they are Members of 
 
Plain Language Statement- Focus Groups 
Dear Participant,  
Thank you for expressing an interest in participating in my study. I am in the process of 
carrying out a research project using focus groups which seeks to examine the experiences, 
views and opinions of female heads of household in the Trincomalee District.  
I intend to conduct six focus group interviews with 6-8 members in each taken from 
female heads of households aged 18 years and over in DS Divisions of Town & Graverts, 
Muthur, Kanthalai and Kinniya and who own a mobile phone or have used a mobile phone 
during previous three months. They will be conducted in Sinhala/ Tamil languages and will be 
audio/video taped with your consent. 
 There are no anticipated risks or adverse effects to any participants taking part in the    
focus groups as the researcher will only seek your voluntarily expressed experiences, views 
and opinions on your mobile phone use. (See list of focus group discussion questions attached.) 
The views and opinions you provide will be kept confidential. 
 We will ensure that your privacy is protected and will only identify your contribution if 
you clearly grant us permission to do so, in the final report and publications that would arise 
from the project. The focus group tapes and transcripts will only carry an identifying number 
(code), and your name, demographic details such as age, occupation and contact details will be 
kept separate from the tapes and transcripts.  
The findings of the study will be published as a scholarly thesis, journal articles, book 
chapters, conference papers and as media reports. If you request for a copy of any publication/s 
arising from the project, they can be mailed to you.  
The overall project will be monitored by the Deakin University Human Research Ethics 
Committee (DUHREC) and the research data collection will be overseen by Associate 
Professor Niranjala (Nina) Weerakkody, who is my supervisor.  
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There will be no monetary payments provided for your participation in the study. This 
research project is not funded by any organisation. 
If you decide not to participate in the study at any time, you may withdraw by 
submitting the Withdrawal of Consent Form (Provided along with this document) to the 
researcher, without affecting your existing or future relationships with the researcher or Deakin 
University. Unfortunately, your data from a focus group discussion cannot be removed from 
the analysis, but any direct quotes from you (even though attributed under a pseudonym), will 
not be used in the findings and publications arising from the project. 
Contact details:  
Achala Abeykoon (Ms) 017-8588815, achalaabeykoon@yahoo.com or 
aabeykoo@deakin.edu.au  
As is customary with focus groups, all participants will be requested to keep discussions 
that took place confidential afterwards. However, the researcher cannot guarantee that all the 
participants will follow this guideline and not discuss the focus group discussions with others. 
Complaints 
If you have any complaints about any aspect of the project, that is, with regards to the 
way it is being conducted or any questions about your rights as a research participant, then you 
may contact: 
The Manager, Research Integrity, Deakin University, 221 Burwood Highway, Burwood 
Victoria 3215, Telephone: 9251 7129, Facsmile: 92446582, ethics@deakin.edu.au 
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Appendix 14 
Interview Guide for the Focus Group Discussion 
 
 What type of mobile phones/SIM cards (models, brands, smart/ feature, dual/single 
SIM/ service provider/s) do you own/use? 
 Why do you use a mobile phone?  
 What changes have mobile phones made in your life? 
 What factors do you consider when buying a mobile phone or mobile cellular 
connection?  
 Whose advice do you seek (e.g. friends/neighbours/relations) when buying a mobile 
phone and/or selecting a service provider? 
 If you need to learn the new functions/services of your mobile phone or if you have a 
technical/mobile connection problem with your mobile handset or any issue with the 
services of the mobile phone, whom would you contact/approach? 
 Do you get the necessary information (e.g. for income earning activities, legal issues, 
health problems, banking or financial matters, transportations, education of your 
children etc.) via your mobile phone (e.g. Value added services or 
VAS/Internet/contacting friends, relations, responsible authorities and officials)?  
 How do you learn about new services and promotional activities launched by your 
mobile service provider/s?  
 Do you have any restrictions/precautions in giving your mobile number to an outsider? 
 Do you face any difficulties/challenges when using the mobile phone (e.g. Nuisance 
calls /calls from unknown persons, inadequate signal coverage, difficulties in 
recharging the accounts, complexity of the mobile handset etc.)? 
 Did you obtain a loan from any one/ institution to buy your own mobile phone? 
o What are the other support you received from such sources/ institutions via 
micro credit when buying and adopting your mobile phone (e.g. Information on 
using a mobile phone, deciding on the SIM/s to be purchased etc.)?  
o What are advantages /disadvantages experienced when buying your mobile 
phone through this institution or with your group via micro credit? 
 Have you participated in any training/awareness programs on the use of the mobile 
phone or any other ICTs? 
o If yes, what new things did you learn from such programs? 
o Were they designed according to your requirements and knowledge level in 
using the mobile phone? 
o Do you think such programs meet your needs on mobile phones or ICTs use? 
o Did the staff of the institution which provided with the mobile phone/credit to 
buy one ask for your suggestions, needs, requirements (e.g. Things you wish to 
learn) and problems before implementing the programs? 
o If you are given an opportunity to participate for an event on mobile phone 
adoption, what are the things you wish to learn related to the use of the mobile 
phone?  
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 Do you use the information centres in the villages such as Nanasala? 
o If yes, what are information do you seek from such places? 
o Can you access such places at any time you like? Do you have any restrictions/ 
limitations from your family in visiting such places? 
 What are the income earning activities that you are engaged with? 
 What lead you to be engaged in an income earning activity?  
 Do you receive any support from your neighbours/friends and relations in carrying out 
income earning activities and your family affairs? 
 Do you find enough time for social networking/relationships during your day to day 
activities? 
o If you a member of any community based organisation/group, how long you 
have been a member?  
o Why did you decide to join it? 
o How did hear about it/them? 
o What benefits (social, economic) have you have achieved by being a member? 
o Have you felt that more things could be done and learnt because you work with 
each other and learn from each other after joining this group/organisation/s? 
o Do you feel that your social networking/relationships expanded once you 
became a member of this organisation/group? 
 What challenges do you face in society/community as a head of the household and 
breadwinner? 
 
Thank you very much for your time, information and insights 
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Appendix 15 
 
 
 
Human Research Ethics 
Deakin Research Integrity 
70 Elgar Road Burwood Victoria 
Postal: 221 Burwood Highway 
Burwood Victoria 3125 Australia 
Telephone 03 9251 7123  
Facsimile 03 9244 6581 
 research-ethics@deakin.edu.au 
Memorandum 
To:  A/Prof Nina Weerakkody 
  School of Communication & Creative Arts 
  G      cc: Miss Achala Abeykoon 
From:  Deakin University Human Research Ethics Committee (DUHREC) 
Date:  15 July, 2014 
Subject: 2014-125 
 Mobile phones, empowerment and female headed households: Trincomalee, Sri 
Lanka 
  Please quote this project number in all future communications 
The application for this project was considered at the DU-HREC meeting held on 16/06/2014. 
Approval has been given for Miss Achala Abeykoon, under the supervision of A/Prof Nina 
Weerakkody,School of Communication & Creative Arts, to undertake this project from 15/07/2014 
to 15/07/2018. 
The approval given by the Deakin University Human Research Ethics Committee is given only for 
the project and for the period as stated in the approval. It is your responsibility to contact the Human 
Research Ethics Unit immediately should any of the following occur: 
• Serious or unexpected adverse effects on the participants 
• Any proposed changes in the protocol, including extensions of time. 
• Any events which might affect the continuing ethical acceptability of the 
project. 
• The project is discontinued before the expected date of completion. 
• Modifications are requested by other HRECs. 
 
In addition you will be required to report on the progress of your project at least once every year and 
at the conclusion of the project. Failure to report as required will result in suspension of your 
approval to proceed with the project. 
DUHREC may need to audit this project as part of the requirements for monitoring set out in the 
National Statement on Ethical Conduct in Human Research (2007). 
Human Research Ethics Unit 
 research-ethics@deakin.edu.au  
Telephone : 03 9251 7123 
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Appendix 16 
Plain Language Statement and Consent Form 
 
To Participant/ Organisations   
Withdrawal of Consent Forms 
(To be used for participants who wish to withdraw from the project) 
Date: 
Full Project Title: Mobile Phones, Empowerment and Female Heads of Households: 
Trincomalee, Sri Lanka 
Reference Number: 2014 - 125 
 
I hereby wish to WITHDRAW my consent to participate from the above project and 
understand that such a withdrawal WILL NOT affect my relationship with the Deakin 
University in any way. 
Name of Participant (printed)…………… 
Signature………………………………………… 
Date……………………………………………… 
Please mail or email this form to: 
Contact details of the researchers: 
aabeykoo@deakin.edu.au or achalaabeykoon@yahoo.com 
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Appendix 17 
Plain Language Statement and Consent Form to Interview and Focus group 
Participants and the Organisations they are Members of 
 
             Plain Language Statement- Interviews 
Dear Participant,  
Thank you for expressing an interest in participating in my study. I am in the 
process of carrying out a research project to find out the different forms of 
empowerment that female heads of households in Trincomalee District achieve through 
the use of mobile phones. Thus, I seek the experiences of female heads of households 
about the use of mobile phones in their day-to-day lives in the DS divisions of Town & 
Gravets, Kinniya, Muthur and Knathalai of all ethnicities in using the mobile phone.   
I intend to conduct interviews with ten members from each of the ethnic groups 
(Sinhalese, Tamils and Muslims) who are over 18 years of age, local residents of above 
DS Divisions and who own a mobile phone or have used one during the previous three 
months.   
I will also interview office bearers and employees of NGOs; micro finance 
institutions; village welfare societies; and Government welfare officers who oversee the 
welfare of women in the area; mobile handset vendors and agents; mobile SIM cards 
dealers/ pre-paid payment service (of reloads and recharge cards) providers in the area; 
mobile service providers (regional and national level representatives); 
telecommunication policymakers, regulators and academic experts researching the 
topic in Sri Lanka.   
The interviews will be conducted in Sinhalese and Tamil languages. However, 
if participants speak English and would like to be interviewed in English, it can be 
conducted in simple English. See copy of interview questions attached. The interviews 
will be audio taped with your consent.  
There are no anticipated risks or adverse effects to any participants taking part 
in the interviews as the researcher will only seek your voluntarily expressed opinions, 
views and experiences on your use of the mobile phone. The information and views you 
provide will be kept confidential. 
We will ensure that your privacy is protected and will only identify your 
contribution if you clearly grant us permission to do so, in the final report and 
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publications that would arise from the project. Your interview tapes and transcripts will 
only carry an identifying number (code), and your name, demographic details such as 
age, occupation and contact details will be kept separate from your interview tapes and 
transcripts.  
The findings of the study will be published as a scholarly thesis, journal 
articles, book chapters, conference papers and as media reports. If you request for a 
copy of any publication/s arising from the project, they can be mailed to you.  
The overall project will be monitored by the Deakin University Human 
Research Ethics Committee (DUHREC) and the research data collection will be 
overseen by Associate Professor Niranjala (Nina) Weerakkody, who is my supervisor.  
There will be no monetary payments provided for your participation in the 
study. This research project is not funded by any organisation. 
If you decide not to participate in the study at any time, you may withdraw 
from at any stage by submitting the Withdrawal of Consent Form (Provided along with 
this document) to any member of the research team, without affecting your existing or 
future relationships with the researcher or Deakin University. Thereafter, your 
interview data will be removed from the data analysis, if it has not already been 
analysed. If the data has already been analysed, it may not be possible to remove all 
your data from the analysis, but any direct quotes from you (even though attributed 
under a pseudonym), will not be used in the findings and publications arising from the 
project.  
           Contact details of the researcher: 
Achala Abeykoon (Ms) 071-8588815, achalaabeykoon@yahoo.com or 
aabeykoo@deakin.edu.au 
 
Complaints 
If you have any complaints about any aspect of the project, that is, with regards to the 
way it is being conducted or any questions about your rights as a research participant, 
you may contact: 
3 6 5  
 
 
 The Manager, research Integrity, Deakin University, 221 Burwood Highway,     
Burwood Victoria 3215, Telephone: 9251 7129, facsimile: 92446582, 
ethics@deakin.edu.au 
3 6 6  
 
 
Appendix 18 
Plain Language Statement and Consent Form 
 
To: Interview and Focus Group participants 
Consent Form: 
Date: 
Full Project Title: Mobile Phones, Empowerment and Female Heads of Households: 
Trincomalee, Sri Lanka 
Ref. No 2014 - 125  
I have read, or it has been read and explained to me, and therefore, I understand the attached 
Plain Language Statement. I have been given a copy of the Plain Language Statement and 
Consent Form to keep.  
• I would/would not like to be mentioned  by name in the final research report 
• I would /would not want to be mentioned by name in the final research report 
• I agree /do not agree for the interview/focus group to be audio/video taped  
Please circle as desired. 
Participant’s Name (Printed)………………………………………………… 
Signature …………………………………………………………. 
Date ……………………………………………………………. 
Contact details of researcher: 
• Achala Abeykoon 071-8588815, aabeykoo@deakin.edu.au  
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Appendix 19 
Plain Language Statement and Consent Forms 
To: Organisations (where applicable) 
Organisational Consent Form 
(To be used by organisational Heads providing consent for staff/ members/patrons to be 
involved in the research) 
Date: 
Full Project Title: Mobile Phones, Empowerment and Female Heads of Households: 
Trincomalee, Sri Lanka 
Reference Number: 2014 - 125 
I have read, or have had read to me and I understand the attached Plain Language 
Statement.  
I give my permission for …………….........staff/ members (if applicable) of (Name of 
Organisation) …………………………to participate in this project according to the conditions 
in the Plain Language Statement.  
I allow /do not allow Ms Achala Abeykoon to observe the business premises and procedures 
of my organisation.  
I allow /do not allow Ms Achala Abeykoon to take photographs of the business premises and 
work processes of my organisation.   
I have been given a copy of Plain Language Statement and Consent Form to keep. 
The researcher will not reveal the participants’ identities if they do not wish to be 
identified in the report. 
I agree that 
• The institution/organisation MAY/MAY NOT be named in research publications or 
other publicity without prior agreement. 
•  I/ We DO/ DO NOT require an opportunity to check the factual accuracy of the 
research findings related to the institution/organisation. 
• I/WE EXPECT/DO NOT EXPECT to receive a copy of the research findings or 
publications. 
Name of person giving consent (printed)……………………………… 
Signature………………………………………. 
Date…………………………………………….. 
Contact details of the researchers: 
Achala Abeykoon, 0718588815, aabeykoo@deakin.edu.au  
